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JFK’S ASSASSINATION
James Douglass’s November/ 

�December 2010 article in Tikkun, 
“JFK, Obama, and the Unspeakable,” 
is powerfully written, filled with a 
generosity toward both JFK and 
President Obama, and challenges us 
to be accountable for the actions of 
our leaders. However, I find it dis-
turbing to treat the assertion that the 
“national security state” assassinated 
JFK, and similarly threatens Obama, 
so cavalierly. 

Douglass states, “Kennedy’s  
assassination [was] never really  
mysterious and [is] now a story docu-
mented by the mass of files made 
public by the Assassination Records 
Review Board.” This is an assertion 
of high treason made without even a 
footnote of reference and posited as 
being beyond reasonable doubt. 

I am concerned that the reputation 
of Tikkun is compromised by allowing 
such an assertion without requiring 
citation of evidence in the story. If the 
case leading to that assertion could not 
be made in the available space of the 
article, then it may not be as strong as 
Douglass believes and would best have 
been framed as an interpretation of 
events rather than as a proven fact.

Ira Chaleff
Kensington, Maryland

Michael Lerner replies:
Please do read Douglass’s book� 

JFK and the Unspeakable: Why He 
Died and Why It Matters, which pro-
vides the evidence on which he bases 
his article in Tikkun. You might also 

Strieter tells us, “the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America rightly 
asked Jews for forgiveness for Luther’s 
racist writings.” This does little, in my  
opinion, to neutralize the wrongly 
placed admiration given to this 
virulent anti-Semite Martin Luther. 
Nothing less than a complete distan-
cing from his kind of theologian by, 
for example, rejecting the Lutherans’ 
church identification as Lutheran  
(I know this is a Jewish fantasy), can 
ever convince Jews of the eradication 
of the poisonous effect that this man 
has had on his Christian followers. 
How can real reconciliation ever take 
place between religions when such 
spoors of hatred continue to inform 
one of the dialogue partners?

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Marx
Vught, Netherlands

Thomas Strieter replies:
The legitimacy of Rabbi Marx’s� 

pain and anger is unquestionable. The 
fact that the whole Jewish people have 
been scapegoated for the death of Jesus 
is one of the great crimes of history. 

When Rabbi Marx, however, says 
that Luther (and Barth) are anti-
Semitic because of their Christology, 
he is speaking to a highly complicated 
and neuralgic issue. Jesus, by the very 
nature of his message, created intra-
Jewish conflict. Add the cruel Roman 
occupiers to the mix and the charge 
“he stirs up the people” is historically 
accurate. New Testament so-called 
“anti-Semitism” actually reflects a 
struggle between practicing Jews and 
Jews who were followers of Jesus.  

l e tt  e r s

get some backup for some of his thesis 
in Peter Dale Scott’s Deep Politics and 
the Death of JFK. Ira Chaleff is right on 
one point: we are a journal of opinion 
and allow our writers to make claims 
that we ourselves cannot substan- 
tiate with the tiny staff that we have. 
Our task is to provide our readers with 
perspectives that they cannot obtain 
from the establishment media, and we 
trust our readers’ intelligence to come 
to their own conclusions about how 
much they agree with any given article.

LUTHER’S ANTI-SEMITISM
In his Summer 2011 Tikkun� 

article, “Luther’s Call to Resistance: 
‘Not with Violence, but the Word,’” 
Thomas W. Strieter wrote, “When I 
first read Luther’s anti-Semitic dia-
tribes in my younger years, I initially 
wished that he had died before he 
wrote this stuff.” If Strieter’s wish had 
come true, Luther would have to have 
died before he began any of his theo-
logical writings. It trivializes  Luther’s 
deeply rooted anti-Semitism to ascribe 
it to his later writings in The Jews and 
Their Lies (1543) as if it were merely 
the old-age rantings of a man in his 
waning years, or to ascribe it to his 
medical problems (“kidney stones”). 
Dr. René Süss (the Jewish Dutch  
author who unmasked Karl Barth’s 
anti-Semitism in 1991) convin- 
cingly shows in Luther’s Theological 
Testament (2006, in Dutch) that on 
the contrary, based on his earlier wri-
tings, Luther’s aversion to the Jews 
was constitutive of his Christology 
throughout. “A number of years ago,” 

A NOTE ON LETTERS TO THE EDITOR: 
We welcome your responses to our articles. Send your letters to the editor to letters@tikkun.org. 
Please remember, however, not to attribute to Tikkun views other than those expressed in our 
editorials. We email, post, and print many articles with which we have strong disagreements, 
because that is what makes Tikkun a location for a true diversity of ideas. Tikkun reserves the 
right to edit your letters to fit available space in the magazine. 
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Christians and Jews, ruling powers 
and the institutional church have per-
petrated odious persecutions. History 
is a tragic bloodbath of oppressors 
wreaking havoc on the oppressed.

If we were to disavow the name 
“Lutheran,” then we must also dis-
avow the name “Christian” because of 
the heinous sins of the past. To do so 
would, however, deprive us of centu-
ries of solid Christian scholarship,  
theology, the arts, and contribu-
tions to the betterment of humanity. 
In spite of Luther’s unquestionable 
flaws, he liberated the laity from 
legalistic ecclesiastical power and 
made Scripture available in the ver-
nacular, among other substantial 
contributions.

But this is now. Please accept our 
repentance for Luther’s anti-Semitism 
in the spirit in which it is given. We 
can neither deny nor undo the past, 
but must commit ourselves never to 
repeat its evils. We can be enriched in 
our diversity and reconciled in our  
sister-brotherhood, working together 
for peace, justice, and care of the earth.

THE 2012 ELECTION
We must vote into office only� 

liberal progressives and the president 
and get out the Democratic vote in 
2012, because the complaining non-
voters are the ones who allowed sixty 
Democrats in the 2008 Senate to fall 
to fifty-one, and the president to go 
right. We must, like Wisconsin, be 
constant in striving to get our  
demands successfully met. 

Janice Botszko
Delray Beach, Florida

Michael Lerner replies:
The complaining nonvoters � 

are more likely to be motivated by 
decent actions of the president like 
ending the war in Afghanistan; taking 
action on the environment (see Gore’s 
statement in the New York Times  
criticizing what Obama has not done); 
and demanding that Congress pass 
an emergency jobs bill like the New 
Deal’s WPA. That, not fear about the 
“evil” Republicans, is what will bring 
those complaining nonvoters back 
into enthusiastic support for him.
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The Jesus movement, after his death 
(and Christians say resurrection) 
initially continued to be primarily 
Jewish, and textual studies show that 
hostility and alienation were expressed 
by both sides.

This tension is handled both 
positively and negatively in New 
Testament texts. The apostle Paul, 
writing to Jewish/non-Jewish mixed 
communities, insists that Jews were, 
are, and always will be God’s covenant 
people, and Christians are grafted into 
the tree of Israel. Matthew’s Gospel (a 
creation of primarily Jewish Christians 
in conflict with practicing Jewish com-
munities) scapegoats the whole Jewish 
people because of Jesus’s death. Both 
Paul’s irenic and Matthew’s condem-
ning spirit have been the ambiguous 
hallmark of “Christology” and New 
Testament scholarship throughout 
later history. To paint this tension with 
the broad brushstroke of anti- 
Semitism is not totally accurate.

Ever since Emperor Constantine, 
who brutally practiced “religious 
cleansing” toward both “heterodox” 
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Austerity as Spiritual Depression: 
The Current Economic Assault  

on the Middle Class

T
he wishy-washy swings in the Obama�  
administration’s approach to job creation and 
debt reduction reflect a deeper division and debate 
among U.S. elites about the future of our society 
and the American empire.

At the moment, the pessimists seem to have 
the upper hand. As a result, President Obama and 

other leaders of the Democratic Party are joining Republicans 
in championing austerity measures under the polite title of 
“debt reduction.” Obama’s latest plans for generating employ-
ment are deeply inadequate when compared with the actual 
needs of the American people. Comparisons with the more  
visionary programs developed by FDR in the 1930s render cur-
rent proposals almost ridiculous. Framed as part of a program 
of reducing the national debt—and painfully constrained by 
that goal—Obama’s program for jobs is pathetically deficient.

By accepting the Republican agenda, which puts debt 
reduction as the highest goal, and by actually repeating the 
conservative debt reduction mantra for the past several years, 
Obama has helped create a majority in support of shrinking 
government services. Even people who will suffer from cuts to 
government services more than they will benefit from whatever 
tax cuts are enabled, including Democrats who claimed to be 
representing middle-income working people, are now voicing 
support for these austerity measures. If debt reduction is not 
achieved by a booming economy (as happened in the 1990s 
under the Clinton administration), and if Republicans hold 
firm on their commitment to protect wealthy elites from 
even tiny tax increases, then the debt can only be reduced 
through dramatic cuts in government expenditures. Such 
cuts will inevitably cause increased unemployment and the 
erosion of public education, health care subsidies, social 
security, state and national parks, environmental protection, 
food safety, and even fire and police services, all of which are 
particularly vital to the middle class and the poor.

How is it that the pessimists in our government have gained 
so much power?

The Capitulation of America’s  
Rationalist Capitalists
America’s economic elites have always been unified in� 
their desire to preserve the capitalist system and to isolate or 

crush those who seek fundamental change. Yet they have long 
debated the best way to achieve that goal. 

On one side are the short-term profiteers who argue that 
the appropriate role of capitalists is to make as much money 
as possible, as quickly as possible. Capitalists, they say, must 
disregard the needs of middle-income working people and  
instead struggle against those who organize themselves to put 
restraints of any kind on capital. These are the people who 
have sought to destroy the labor union movement from the 
start, who fought bitterly against the New Deal legislation that 
provided federal funding for employment, and who resist the 
imposition of safety and health regulations at the workplace, 
in agriculture, in health care facilities, and in pharmaceutical 
production. These are also the people who oppose or seek to 
limit unemployment benefits and any form of welfare for the 
poor, and who fight mightily against serious environmental 
programs. Traditionally, this group was politically organized 
around the Republican Party.

On the other side are the rational capitalists who argue that 
the capitalist system would best be served by accommodating 
the needs of middle-income workers and offering subsidies to 
the poor. The goal of this approach is to avoid “class war” and 
give everyone a stake (however unequal) in the flourishing of 
the capitalist marketplace. This approach—which shaped the 

Obama reviews his fiscal policy speech with advisers in the Oval 
Office on April 13, 2011.
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New Deal of the 1930s and the Great Society legislation of the 
1960s—has historically found widespread support among the 
corporate leaders involved in shaping the modern Democratic 
Party. In their view, it is important to put restraints on the 
greatest excesses of greed, to create regulatory bodies that 
make capitalist enterprises more responsive to the needs of 
middle-income and poor people, and to project the image of 
a democratic society that supports human rights and is “the 
best country in the world.” Though the short-term profiteers 
have always had a foothold in both major political parties, the 
rational capitalists often predominated in shaping the policies 
of the Democratic Party.

When elected president, Obama was perfectly situated to 
promote the agenda of the rational capitalists because the 
short-term capitalists had been in power for eight years, dis-
mantled restraints on capital, and produced a huge deficit, as 
well as escalating levels of unemployment. Almost from the 
first moment in office, however, Obama and the Democratic 
Congress acted as though they had no mandate or as though 
they had lost the election: they framed their domestic and 
foreign policy as though they had an obligation to be respon-
sive to the very forces that had led the country to the brink  
of disaster. 

In light of three disastrous years of this approach, it seems 
as if the rational capitalist forces have lost their own sense of 
direction and purpose—they have lost faith in their belief that 
caring for each other will produce a social good. As a result, 
the Democrats who represent the rational capitalists have been 
capitulating to the logic of the short-term profiteers. Rather 
than believing that they can build a rational future for America, 
the Democrats now are as likely to mix a rational capitalist 
perspective with a short-term, selfishness-oriented, capitalist 
perspective. The outcome is a kind of Tower of Babel in which 
the Democratic message sounds like meaningless babble.

Obama’s Lost Opportunity
It was not necessary for Obama to have accepted the�  
position of the Republicans. A serious Democratic president 
representing the perspective of the “rational capitalists” would 
have followed the analysis developed by Nobel Prize–winning 
economist Paul Krugman and former Secretary of Labor 
Robert Reich. Krugman and Reich have repeatedly argued 
that the best way to solve the United States’ debt problems 
is through a massive investment in rebuilding our domestic 
infrastructure; a reduction in military spending realized by 
ending the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as closing the 
thousand or more U.S. military bases around the world; and 
the restoration of rational constraints on capitalist greed.

Though faced with implacable opponents in Congress 
who might have prevented him from winning approval for 
such a program, Obama has also had daily opportunities to 
shape public debate and popularize a worldview that could 
eventually have isolated the Republican obstructionists. If the 
president tries to revive a populist discourse now, as he nears 

the next presidential election, he will encounter much deeper 
resistance than he would have had he consistently put forward 
a pro-worker, pro–middle class agenda and helped people  
absorb the intellectual foundation for such a program. 

Instead of focusing on how Obama has betrayed his pro-
gressive base—whom he is now seeking to win over again in 
order to win reelection (fool us once, shame on you; fool us 
twice, shame on us)—we need to look at what has happened to 
the rational capitalists. What has happened to these rational 
elites, who have normally sought to protect their long-term 
interests by urging the government to invest in the country’s 
infrastructure? These capitalists used to fight for measures 
to reduce the suffering caused by the normal behaviors of the 
capitalist system. In the past, they pushed the government to 
support those hit worst by the system and to expand employ-
ment for everyone.

Economic Decline, Neoliberal Hegemony,  
and Climate Change Paralyze U.S. Elites
Several factors are likely at play in weakening the� 
power and resolve of rationalist capitalists worldwide.  
First, there is the decline of the American economic and mili-
tary empire. Instances of successful resistance to American 
power and control—first in China and Korea, then in Cuba 
and Vietnam, then later in some Islamic countries, and now 
in parts of South America—have made it harder for American 
elites to believe that their economic system, dependent as it 
has always been on expansion and unlimited access to raw 
materials and markets, has a bright future. 

Second, the globalization of markets and production 
through neoliberal trade agreements has enabled short-
sighted capitalists to exploit the resources and labor of other 

editorial

Human Needs. 
Not Corporate Greed.
Join us for massive nonviolent civil disobedience 
beginning on October 6, 2011, at Freedom Plaza in 
Washington, D.C. We are determined to stay until 
we see action being taken to end corporatism and 
militarism and move toward a peaceful, just, and 
sustainable society. 

We are the October 2011 Movement, composed of individuals 
and groups who advocate for peace, human rights, and social, 
economic, and environmental justice. Already thousands 
have taken the pledge to join us at http://october2011.org. 
People are arranging carpools and buses from across the 
country. All are welcome. Some will arrive on October 6 and 
some will arrive when they are able. 

Human Needs. 
Not Corporate Greed.
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countries without concern for creating long-term sustainable 
relationships. As a result, the U.S. economy has become 
hooked to the instability of other economies dependent on 
loans that rapacious bankers are not willing to forgive. The 
IMF, determined to impose austerity in order to ensure that 
bankers get their interest paid back in an orderly fashion, 
has created economic circumstances that have generated 
pre-revolutionary conditions not only in the least developed 
countries, but also in Europe. 

Third, there is a growing recognition, particularly among 
rational capitalists, that the combination of global warming, 
expanding populations, declining food supplies, and short-
term capitalists’ resistance to rational global environmental 
planning is likely to produce catastrophic environmental 
crises sufficient to undermine economic well-being in the 
advanced industrial societies. It’s hard to believe in a long-
term future when it seems more realistic that our children 
and grandchildren will face the local effects of global 
environmental devastation. 

Finally, there is a growing fear that the short-term 
capitalists have unleashed fascistic forces in the advanced 
industrial countries. These forces threaten to manipulate 
populist and religious yearnings for power. Moreover, they are 
acting even more irrationally than other right-wing forces the 
system has seen in recent decades—just listen to many of the 
current candidates running for the presidency in 2012.

Put  these factors together and you get a growing 
psychological and spiritual depression. It is this dejection that 
is crippling many rational people’s will to act—particularly the 
will of rational economic elites in Western societies. 

This depression has been mightily reinforced by a loss of 
faith in the possibility of counting on each other, trusting each 
other, and believing in the fundamental decency, goodness, 
and rationality of others. Ironically, this is the result of 
a systematic offensive that members of both factions of 
America’s ruling elites have engaged in ever since the 1960s 
scared many into believing that they might be in danger of 
losing their control over politics and the economy. The huge 
upsurge of hopefulness that is now recalled as “the Sixties” 
was so threatening to our ruling elites that they have made 
stamping out its resonance a key strategy to retain their 
power. As a result they have been willing to undermine the 
labor union movement, blame social problems on the alleged 
narcissism of the Sixties, and support cultural offensives 
against the most hopeful and utopian elements of any liberal 
or progressive thinking. They have started describing what 
used to be the political center as “the Left,” thereby renaming 
the actual Left as “far Left” or even “left-wing extremists”). 
And they have encouraged people to believe that human 
beings are naturally selfish, materialistic, and uncaring about 
each other. In this worldview, people only care about others to 
the extent that they can be used instrumentally to satisfy their 
own needs. This worldview also promotes as leaders and sages 
those who have been successful in the capitalist market, while 

marginalizing or ridiculing those whose lives were dedicated 
to caring for others (not least by denying them ways of making 
an adequate income for living). 

Our ruling elites believed that it was necessary to squash all 
hopeful, prophetic, or visionary discourse. They attacked our 
ability to imagine people caring for each other rather than fo-
cusing narcissistically on themselves. Now, however, the loss 
of faith in each other that generated our society’s emotional 
and spiritual depression has managed to cripple the rational 
capitalists as well. Without the capacity to believe in each 
other, the rational capitalists became voiceless. Ironically, this 
happened even as Barack Obama, who has the potential to be 
a powerful spokesman for this segment of the ruling elite, is 
positioned to articulate the rational capitalists’ ideals, if only 
they or he still believed in them. 

Time for a Politics of Care
This  is  an  important moment for “spiritual� 
progressives”—those of us who are interested in creating a 
politically progressive society oriented around universal, 
spiritual, and ethical ideas of care and love—to enter the  
political dialogue with a fundamentally different perspective. 
We ought to hold a progressive convention to draw up a shared 
platform that speaks to the heart and doesn’t simply repeat 
the thirty-nine flavors of past coalitions. And then we ought 
to have progressive candidates running for the Democratic  
nomination for the presidency, and maybe even for the 
Republican and Green Party nominations. Different candi-
dates in different states all committed to the same program 
would make it harder for the media to focus on the flaws of any 
given person. And since the goal is not to win the nomination 
but to give voice to a progressive worldview—a perspective 
that has been silenced by Obama as much as by the media—
having several different candidates serves the goal. This could 
happen if we convince the rest of the liberal and progressive 
forces to recognize that what is needed most today is a politics 
that speaks to the hearts of Americans, that regenerates their 
faith in each other, and that proposes fundamental transforma-
tions of orientation. For concrete examples of such a politics, 
see our Global Marshall Plan (spiritualprogressives.org/GMP) 
and Environmental and Social Responsibility Amendments to 
the U.S. Constitution (tikkun.org/ESRA). For progressives to 
reshape public discourse, they must be willing to see the funda-
mental decency and goodness of all Americans and not write 
off those who have momentarily been attracted to the Right. 

Unfortunately, liberals and progressives show few signs 
of waking up to the challenge and opportunity facing us. 
Progressives could raise awareness about what a genuine 
progressive worldview would entail by launching a challenge 
to Obama in the Democratic primaries or by creating a new 
political party that embodies a politics of meaning. But most 
progressives remain so focused on protecting their own orga-
nizational or political turf that they can’t even get together to 
hold a national convention to determine a shared direction 
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or strategy. Instead, they mouth empty slogans about local  
organizing without seeming to notice that much of what has 
been organized or achieved in the past decades is rapidly 
being dismantled by the emotionally depressed Democrats  
succumbing to the radical know-nothing-ism of the Republicans. 
Why? Because all those years of organizing took place  
without a unifying spiritual/psychological worldview. We’ve 
been limping along without a way to understand the spiritual 
and psychological dynamics of hope versus fear and how they 
actually function in the political world. 

All the more reason to revitalize Tikkun’s Network of 
Spiritual Progressives. We actually have a worldview and a 
program that could play an important, possibly even decisive, 
role in giving leadership and direction to secular liberal and 
progressive forces. But our own members have themselves 
not been immune to the larger level of emotional/spiritual de-
pression that is paralyzing liberals and progressives. Many of 
our members shifted their focus from the long-term visions 
of the NSP to the short-term victory they could achieve by 
giving their money and time to Obama in 2008. When they 
succeeded and then Obama turned out to be such a huge dis-
appointment, they began to retreat into the same cynicism, 
despair, and emotional/spiritual depression that has impacted 
everyone else. Instead of developing a comprehensive under-
standing of what Obama’s betrayals meant and what spiritual 
progressives should do, many NSP chapters folded. Others 
persisted only by turning inward, becoming more focused on 
learning communication skills or narrowing activities to a 
single issue, rather than using the moment to educate people 
toward a spiritual progressive worldview. 

So that task falls upon you, dear reader. But you don’t have 
to do it by yourself. Now is the time for you to return to the 
NSP, rebuild or create a chapter in your own location, and 
adopt a project such as the ESRA, the GMP, or the campaign 

We Are Staying In Print

G
reat news: we’ve negotiated an arrangement�  
for Tikkun to join the family of academically 
and intellectually serious journals published by 
Duke University Press. The little details are still 
being worked out, but we expect to have a formal 
agreement in place very soon. We’ll be printing 
a seventy-two page magazine four times a year. 

Though our publisher is changing, our content is not: you’ll 
find the same beloved mix of articles on politics, culture, society, 
theology, Judaism, Israel, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, 
Hinduism, earth-based spiritualities, atheism, philosophy, 
and science, along with thoughtful reviews of books and films.

We’re happy about this development because we know 
many of our readers aren’t ready to switch to the web. But 

please don’t forget that we also have a powerful website 
where subscribers and NSP members can access all our 
articles, and which also publishes online-only articles, making it 
a vibrant web magazine. Check it regularly to see new headlines 
every day from our Tikkun Daily blog (tikkun.org/daily),  along 
with links to articles shared by Rabbi Lerner in his “Political 
Vision and Spiritual Wisdom” section, and weekly updates 
of Torah commentary, not to mention new articles, poetry,  
and fiction.

None of this can continue, however, unless you join our 
Network of Spiritual Progressives (tikkun.org/join) or at least 
subscribe to Tikkun, and beyond that, make a yearly tax- 
deductible donation to Tikkun at (tikkun.org/subscribe). Our 
future is in your hands. Please help us survive. n

to urge the United Nations to recognize Palestine while also 
recommitting to the safety and security of Israel. If those don’t 
inspire you, create your own project. Run as a candidate in the 
party of your choice—so what if you don’t get a lot of votes; you 
can still use the opportunity to put forward a spiritual progres-
sive worldview that most people in your party will have never 
heard about before. It costs almost nothing to run, and you’ll 
get invited to forums at which you can present your ideas. Your 
example will radiate through the community and strengthen 
others who need such an example in order to get out of their 
own emotional/spiritual depression. Never seen that happen? 
Well, just review the recent events of the Arab Spring and 
you’ll see how a very small group can set off a spark that turns 
things around against overwhelming odds in ways that no one 
would have believed to be realistic!

Or try this: call a meeting at your own small apartment 
or home and invite people who want to be part of a Tikkun 
discussion group. Use our editorials and other articles in 
the magazine to spark some energy or to inspire an ongoing 
monthly study group on American politics and spiritual 
transformation. If you’re willing to send out a postcard inviting  
people to such a gathering, and willing to make this as an 
official Tikkun/NSP group, we’ll put you in touch with 
subscribers in your area so you can invite them along with 
others you know who might hunger for a new approach to our 
bleak political situation. Contact natalie@tikkun.org for that 
information. Don’t worry that you won’t have enough space 
in your home—the first meeting will likely fit around your 
kitchen table, even if you send postcards to dozens of people.

Meanwhile, please share this editorial with everyone on 
your email list, and with other friends and colleagues. Chances 
are that it might help them better understand the cloud of  
depression around everyone, and thereby get an idea of what 
to do next. n
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the UN on September 22, and then again next year when the 
UN convenes in 2012. 

Sign online at tikkun.org/recognizepalestine, download the 
petition from our website, or ask us to send a copy for you to 
take around to friends and co-workers! n

Recognize Palestine! 
Recognize Israel!

T
h e  P a l e s t i n i a n  p e o p l e  a r e  s e e k i n g�  
recognition at the United Nations, now that 
Israel’s ultra-right-wing government has refused 
to freeze settlements and is refusing to negotiate 
with the Palestinian Authority so long as Hamas 
is part of the Palestinian government.

  The Network of Spiritual Progressives, 
Tikkun’s political action arm, is both pro-Israel and pro- 
Palestine. We are hopeful that UN recognition of Palestine 
would persuade Israel to freeze its expansion of settlements in 
the areas that were part of pre-1967 Palestine. We also hope 
that UN recognition would lead Israel to negotiate in good 
faith to create a Palestinian state and reach a just settlement of 
all remaining issues, ensuring security for Israel and Palestine. 
These arguments are made in more detail in Tony Klug’s  
article in this issue of Tikkun.

 Mindful of the ways that the UN has in the past been per-
ceived as one-sidedly anti-Israel, we believe that its recognition 
of Palestine should be accompanied by a statement reaffirming 
Israel’s right to security. Even though the State of Israel has 
enormously more power than the Palestinians, the inner expe-
rience of Israelis (and of Israel’s supporters around the world) 
is one of insecurity and fear—a feeling reinforced by the attack 
on an Israeli bus near Eilat in late August. It’s important to  
acknowledge that fear by offering Israel, one of the greatest 
military powers in the world, real reassurance while support-
ing Palestinian recognition and membership in the UN. 

 This speaks to a key strategic issue: we are not going to get 
Israel to end the Occupation until Israelis feel less traumatized 
and less fearful. It doesn’t help to say, “Discussions of Israeli 
feelings of trauma are just an excuse for continued colonial 
domination,” unless the goal is merely showing how morally 
righteous we can be and how screwed up the current Israeli 
leadership is. But Tikkun’s goal is to end the Occupation, not 
just be right about how bad it is. And to end the Occupation, 
we have to have Israel not just being safe (which it has been for 
a long time) but feeling safe, which requires the kind of trans-
formation—in Israel, Palestine, and the West—that I describe 
in my forthcoming book Embracing Israel/Palestine.

 Yet we also want to acknowledge the suffering of the 
Palestinian people under Israeli Occupation, and for that  
reason we are no longer willing to watch passively as Israel 
continues into its forty-fourth year of the Occupation of the 
West Bank, as well as its four-year-old blockade of Gaza. So in 
the hopes that UN recognition will be a stepping stone toward 
a peaceful resolution of the conflict, we encourage you to sign 
the petition that we will deliver to the U.S. government and to 

Embracing Israel/Palestine
If you are interested in learning more about the two-
sidedness of the struggle, or know people who would 
benefit from hearing the story told in a way that is 
sympathetic to both sides and also critical of both sides, or 
who might be interested in the long-term strategy that we 
believe is necessary to bring a lasting peace, please read 
Rabbi Lerner’s newest book, Embracing Israel/Palestine. 
It will be in bookstores in late November and can be 
ordered in advance from Barnes & Noble or Amazon. 
To order it directly from us, send a check for $20 (which 
includes mailing costs) to Tikkun, 2342 Shattuck Ave, 
Berkeley, CA 94704. It’s a perfect gift for the holidays or 
for any other joyous occasion. 

Viki Jan mourns the death of her parents, Dov and Shula Karlinsky, 
who were among the eight people killed August 18, 2011, when Arab 
gunmen crossed into southern Israel from the Egyptian desert and 
launched a series of attacks against Israelis.
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R epentance is particularly needed in the 
United States at this historical moment, given our  
society’s problems.

We are painfully aware that somewhere  
between 16 percent and 18 percent of Americans are unem-
ployed or underemployed, and that this causes huge suffering 
not only to them and their families, but also to a large part of 
the rest of the population, which finds itself 
unable to count on those who are unemployed 
to purchase goods and services or to donate 
to the nonprofit sector. Yet we’ve watched as 
our own elected representatives have voted for 
an austerity program instead of trying to con-
vince the American public of the urgent need 
for a massive jobs program. Such a program 
could match or exceed the New Deal’s WPA 
program of hiring the unemployed to rebuild 
the crumbling infrastructure of our country. 

Meanwhile, we’ve turned our backs on the 
two most pressing problems of the planet: the 
increasing destruction of our global environ-
ment and the unmet needs of many people 
worldwide facing poverty, starvation, and a lack 
of housing, food, and adequate health care. And 
we continue to squander hundreds of billions of dollars on a use-
less war in Afghanistan and on close to a thousand military bases 
around the world to protect American corporate interests.

Instead of building a political movement to provide genuine 
alternatives to the two branches of the pro-corporate party of 
the wealthy, we’ve fallen back into the “lesser evilism” rut of 
backing the least bad branch of that party. Instead of creating 
a genuinely pro-people and pro-environment political party, 
we sit around bemoaning our bad fortune for having elected 
a president who almost immediately abandoned all that he 

promised to do, and consoling ourselves that 
he’s not as bad as the extreme reactionaries 
being put forward by the other branch 
of the pro-corporate party. Yet it is this 
strategy that has created the space for the  
emergence of right-wing quasi-fascist forces 
and a deeply reactionary mood that is now 
shaping public discussions and may soon 
shape our national government as well. 

Moreover our government empowers 
the most reactionary government Israel has 
ever had. Our leaders have vetoed every UN  
effort to give some measure of support to the 
occupied Palestinians, making purely token 
statements of opposition to Israel’s escalating 
campaign to build settlements in East Jerusa-
lem and other parts of the West Bank. 

This is only one dimension of the atonement our society 
needs; Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur is about inner transfor-
mations, as well as the societal transformations we need.

High Holidays 5772 | Yomim Nora’im (The Days of Awe)

America Needs Repentance

Repentance and Atonement Are NOT Just for Jews
A Note to Our Non-Jewish Readers on How This High Holiday Workbook Can Be of Use to You

Tikkun is not just for Jews—it is interfaith as well as Jewish. This High Holiday workbook is an invitation to all 
people to join with the Jewish people in using the period from September 28, the evening of Rosh Hashanah (the day 
of both celebrating the birthday of the Universe and of remembering who we have been this last year), until nightfall 
ten full days later on Yom Kippur (the Day of “At-one-ment” on October 8), to rethink our personal and communal 
reality and engage with the process of teshuva (returning to our highest selves and turning away from the ways we’ve 
missed the mark in this past year). 
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Read the Rest Online: 
We invite you to read the full version of our Guide to Repentance at tikkun.org/repentance and to participate in the process. 

If you are able to come to the San Francisco Bay Area, you are also welcome to spend Rosh Hashanah and/or Yom Kippur with 
Rabbi Lerner at Beyt Tikkun. Pre-registration is necessary. For more information, visit beyttikkun.org. 
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A
b r a h a m  J o s h u a  H e s c h e l  w a s  a  s i n g u l a r  f i g u r e�  
in American Jewish history and, indeed, in Jewish thought. Born 
in 1907 and reared in the world of Polish Hasidim, Heschel studied 
philosophy and Biblical criticism in Berlin before becoming a pivotal 
figure in American Jewish and non-Jewish religious life, galvanizing 

Americans on issues of social justice. The conditions that produced a figure capable 
of such depth and breadth of traditional Jewish learning and secular studies seem no 
longer possible in our age, focused as it is on hyper-specialization. Heschel shared 
a vision of Judaism at once profoundly rooted in tradition and simultaneously sub-
versive of the status quo. He offered a vision of Judaism that did not espouse separa-
tion from the larger society but rather demanded critical engagement with it. His 
theological commitments undergirded his courageous, outspoken efforts on behalf 
of the Civil Rights Movement, his protests against the war in Vietnam, and his work 
to improve Jewish and Christian relations. Given the singularity of his vision and 
the strength of his character, it should not be surprising that—nearly four decades 
after his death—his legacy remains towering and majestic in the consciousness of the 
American Jewish community and beyond.

In the wake of the centenary of his birth, a flurry of conferences and publications 
made clear that many find him to be a source of inspiration. And yet, while many claim 
discipleship and loyalty, there continue to be wide-ranging differences concerning his 
legacy and its relevance for our contemporary concerns. How fortunate then that Susannah 
Heschel has given us a new edited collection, Abraham Joshua Heschel: Essential Writings. 
Not only does this remarkable collection provide a sense of the breadth of Heschel’s interests 
and writings, but the ordering of the selections and the insightful introductions highlight the 
deep coherence of the different dimensions of his work. This volume brings together particu-
larly rich and striking passages from Heschel’s oeuvre sure to draw readers into fresh and 
thoughtful conversations with this remarkable figure in modern Jewish thought.

Abraham Joshua Heschel: Essential Writings is perhaps the single best introduc-
tory text to the work of Heschel. There are six sections, which can stand alone or be 
read together. Passages from well-known works such as The Sabbath, Man’s Quest for 
God, Man is Not Alone, God in Search of Man, and The Prophets rub shoulders with  
lesser-known works such as Who is Man?, The Insecurity of Freedom, and A Passion 
for Truth, as well as previously unpublished works. In this context, with passages from 
various texts juxtaposed thematically, we see how Heschel’s philosophical theology under-
girds his politics and his groundbreaking strides toward improving Jewish-Christian  
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Rethinking Religion

“Rabbi Abraham Joshua 
Heschel” by Pamela 
Chatterton-Purdy  
(chatterton-purdyart.com). 
Based on a photo from 
March 21, 1965, this mixed-
media piece shows Heschel 
arm-in-arm with Rep. John 
Lewis, Ralph Abernathy, 
Martin Luther King Jr., 
Ralph Bunche, and Rev. 
Fred Shuttlesworth during 
the march from Selma to 
Montgomery. 

	  

Robert Erlewine, author of Monotheism and Tolerance: Recovering a Religion of Reason (Indiana 
University Press, 2010) is an assistant professor of religion at Illinois Wesleyan University. He writes 
on German and American Jewish thought and philosophy of religion. 

The Legacy of  
Abraham Joshua Heschel

by Robert Erlewine
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relations. Susannah Heschel’s substantial introduction to the volume provides an excellent 
biography of Heschel filled with insights into his life and thought. Additionally, she provides 
a helpful essay to introduce each section. The rich introductions and the previously unpub-
lished material make this work of significant interest for scholars; the thematic focus and the 
editor’s guidance make the work accessible and relevant for students and thoughtful people 
interested in Judaism, Jewish-Christian relations, and American religious history. Moreover, 
the anthology illuminates the deep coherence of the different dimensions of Heschel’s work.

A Philosophy of Wonder
Heschel’s writings on prayer, race, Jewish education, and the prophets�  
all find� their roots in his theocentric, or God-centered, vision. Heschel’s theocen-
trism does not simply challenge, but rather uproots and disrupts, our sensibilities.  
We moderns are accustomed to distancing ourselves from that which we think about; we 

believe that detachment or disinterestedness is the key to thinking 
carefully and critically. However, when it comes to matters of ulti-
mate concern, Heschel charges that this mindset leads us astray. 
When it comes to religion, rather than doubt and disinterest, authentic 
thinking begins with “wonder or radical amazement.” When in the grip 
of wonder, we face a “state of maladjustment to words and notions,” 
because our ability to reason, our capacity to think and to judge, reaches 
its limits.

As a philosopher of wonder, Heschel offers a distinctly critical vision 
of modernity. Juxtaposing reason and wonder, Heschel explains that 
through reason “we try to explain or to adapt the world to our concepts,” 
while through wonder “we seek to adapt our minds to the world.” Reason 
assumes that we can grasp the world, that we can understand all that 
there is. However, as Heschel repeatedly asserts, there are levels of reality 
that cannot be brought into the “discursive levels of the mind” that we 
“see more than we can say.” Wonder and awe, dispositions that open us to 
the vastness of the universe, make us receptive to aspects of reality that lie 
beyond the categories of reason. The modern West has done a wonderful 

job cultivating the capacity to reason. Yet, as Heschel points out time and again, we have all 
but lost our ability for wonder and awe, and as a result, we have faced—and continue to face— 
a spiritual crisis.

The privileging of wonder and awe as opposed to reason can be seen throughout many 
aspects of Heschel’s work. He critiques philosophy of religion for viewing God as an object 
to be known, subject to proof and validation. He suggests that from the point of view of the 
pious person, the point of view proper to religion as such, “God is the subject.” The key is “not 
to know Him but to be known by Him; not to form judgments about Him but to judged by 
Him.” Heschel also advocates an inversion of our “common sense” in which we, as knowing 
selves, bestow meaning upon the world through our minds. For Heschel, it is not the act of 
knowing, or cognition in general that gives or creates meaning. Rather, according to the 
pious person, religion celebrates humility before the divine, the awareness that God’s over-
whelming priority decenters us and puts us in our proper place. Religion involves humility, 
which means that we recognize that God is the true subject and we are but objects, “dust and 
ashes” who hope to be known to God. Heschel’s evocative language does not mean that he is 
literally denying that we have subjectivity; rather, he claims that human beings are situated 
in much grander horizons than many might think. There is a judge and center of meaning 
apart from and beyond our own minds.

Indeed, Heschel thinks that the forfeiture and loss of the sensibilities of piety, awe, 
wonder, and humility have been disastrous for Western civilization. In light of the 
atrocities of the twentieth century—the Shoah prominent among them—Heschel 
emphasizes that the public and private spheres, i.e., religion, politics, and ethics, are 
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“Shema Israel” by Samuel Bak. 
Oil on linen, 40 x 39 ½”, 1992.



intimately interwoven, and any separation is artificial and dangerous. Religion is a 
public concern because it is inherently concerned with justice. However, Heschel is 
far from a conservative who turns to religion as a source of salubrious authority and  
legitimacy in civic life—although some of his disciples later take this path. 

A Prophetic Call to Political Action
For Heschel, the exemplar of the conjunction of religion and politics�  
is the prophet. The prophet is a human being seized by God’s pathos and through whose voice 
God’s concern, “God’s sense of injustice,” is expressed. The prophet does not celebrate but 
rather brings to light the guilt of an entire culture. Heschel writes, “Prophecy is the voice that 
God has lent to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor, to the profaned riches of the 
world.” Anywhere injustice takes place it is the case that “few are guilty, but all are respon-
sible.” We are all responsible for evil because only a world indifferent to suffering will tolerate 
injustice and systematic inequality. Thus, the prophet teaches, “indifference to evil is more 
insidious than evil itself.” 

The prophet and his intolerance for indifference is central for Heschel because he roots 
his ethics in imago dei, the concept that all human beings—regardless of race or religion—are 
created in the image of God. If one properly recognizes God’s radical priority to one’s self, 
and one accepts that the only legitimate image of God is the human being, then one cannot 
remain uninvolved in political action. As Heschel bore witness to with his life and in his more 
politically explicit works, to continue to conduct business as usual, including the business of 
religious worship, when segregation is the law of the land or when one’s country conducts an 
unjust war is inexcusable, morally and religiously impossible. 

And yet, we do all too frequently countenance injustice unmoved by what we see,  
as if nothing calamitous were happening. This is a result of our spiritual crisis, our loss of awe 
and wonder. Heschel writes, “The root of sin is callousness, hardness of heart, lack of under-
standing what is at stake in being alive.” When we lose sight of God’s priority to our very selves, 
of our proper place in the order of things, when we lose a sense of scale, we become callous 
and indifferent to our fellow human beings. Indeed, in his celebrated speech from 1963, 
“Religion and Race,” Heschel provocatively asks, “The Negro’s plight, the blighted areas in the 
large cities, are they not the fruit of our sins?” He suggests we are accessories to crimes by our 
indifference, our failures “to demand, to insist, to challenge, to chastise,” which true religion 
demands that we do. The problem of evil—whose manifestations include the Holocaust and 
the terrible poverty and racism that beset the United States—is a result of human failure. It is 
human beings who bring about evil, who close off the world to God and force God into hiding. 

Heschel often reflects upon prayer and suggests that it is both an essential compo-
nent of religious life and a key element in social action. Prayer, for Heschel, is an  
exercise of exorcising ourselves of callousness, of recognizing our failures before God. For 
Heschel, prayer causes “a shift of the center of living—from self-consciousness to self-
surrender.” In prayer we realize God is the supreme Subject, and this demands that “humility 
is a reality ... [that] humility is truth.” In prayer we recognize that God is the ground of all 
value and that our worth, like that of all things, derives from God. Prayer decenters us and 
places everything under much wider horizons, breaking our egocentrism, thus both forcing 
and allowing us to see the world from this new perspective. Prayer allows us to recognize 
our own vanity, our tendency to make ideologies absolute, and the fact that we never cease 
to fail, even in our efforts to be good. Prayer allows us to break down the walls of our own 
self-righteousness and approach the world with fresh eyes, lest easy and convenient answers 
appear sufficient. Prayer is both a consolation and a demand. If we pray properly, so Heschel 
avers, we will be unable to live indifferently to what is going on around us. And what is going 
on around us cannot be separated from how we pray. Indeed, in a remarkable anecdote that 
Susannah Heschel includes in her introduction, Heschel explains to a rather flummoxed 
journalist that he is attending a protest against the Vietnam War because while it is going on, 
he cannot pray.
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A New Take on Jewish-Christian Relations
Perhaps it was the priority of a God-infinitely-greater-than-our-� 
minds-can-grasp over that which the finite human mind can know or formu-
late into creeds and dogmas that enabled Heschel to offer a groundbreaking 
vision of Jewish-Christian relations. As Susannah Heschel points out, “My 
father did not consider it helpful to discuss with Christians those issues that 
divide us, such as Christology, but to focus instead on the dimensions of 
faith: ‘sharing insights, confessing inadequacy.’” Heschel’s vision for inter-
religious dialogue was “mutual enrichment and enhancement of respect and 
appreciation.” He said that it was time to forsake “the hope that the person 
spoken to will prove to be wrong in what he regards as sacred.” Focusing on 
depth theology, that level beneath or beyond what can be put into language 
and creeds, religious leaders can fruitfully discuss issues with one another 
without diminishing or disrespecting each other. While acknowledging the 
importance of doctrinal differences, Heschel’s focus on the self-as-God’s-ob-
ject, where the affects become a site where more happens than can be said, 
allows a common ground to develop while preserving difference between reli-
gious traditions. Given the level of Jewish-Christian dialogue today, it is hard 
to recognize the radical nature of this teaching and indeed the way Heschel 
embodied it in his life full of encounters and friendships with Christians.

Heschel’s view marked a sharp break with past Jewish thinking about 
Christianity. Unlike German Jewish liberal philosophical theologians like 
Moses Mendelssohn, Hermann Cohen, and Leo Baeck, Heschel attempts 

neither to read Jesus as a Jew nor to invert the dominant German trope of viewing Christianity 
as rational and universal at the expense of an irrational and particularistic Judaism. He also 
does not follow either Buber or Rosenzweig, who turn to highly stylized readings of the Bible 
or abstract philosophical systems to provide perspective for the disagreements between Jews 
and Christians. Of course, there were important historical circumstances that underlay, or at 
least were conducive to, Heschel’s rather significant divergence from his distinguished prede-
cessors. As Susannah Heschel points out, unlike in Germany, where the antagonisms between 
Christians and Jews were poisonous, in the United States, many of Heschel’s closest friends 
and associates were Christians who deeply appreciated what he had to say. Undoubtedly, the 
United States provided a more hospitable environment for such discussions and diplomatic 
efforts, but it would be a mistake to underestimate the tactical brilliance and moral courage on 
Heschel’s part, which brought these efforts to fruition. 

While Heschel was critical of the critics of religion, he was also critical of its practitioners. 
Although deeply tied to Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox Judaism, Heschel claimed 
allegiance to none, and criticized all. Judaism was not finished, but in constant need of 
innovation: “Human faith is never final, never an arrival, but an endless pilgrimage, a being 
on the way.” On the one hand, too many observant Jews, Heschel charged, are satisfied with 
the Halachah and thus feel that no creative thinking is needed. On the other hand, too many 
liberal Jews simply do not know enough about Judaism to be able to innovate at all. Innovation 
requires “creative dissent,” but the very ability to dissent creatively seems endangered by the 
conditions of Judaism in the United States. That is, there are no longer those who are deeply 
knowledgeable about Judaism, rooted in deep learning, and have the courage and love to 
bring about change. Deeply critical of Jewish education in the United States, Heschel saw it as 
too often rooted in “obsolete liberalism or narrow parochialism” and often simply “insipid, flat, 
and trivial.” In various writings and speeches, he urges rabbis, cantors, and educators to have 
concern with the inner lives of Jews and not just the survival of the Jewish people as a whole. 

Perhaps given the singular conditions that produced Heschel’s sensibilities, it should not be 
surprising that Heschel has produced a rather variegated legacy. Heschel’s presence is indu-
bitably felt in contemporary theology, not only in the sense that many leading contemporary 
theologians were his students, but also in that these same figures claim 
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Rabbi Heschel’s input helped 
shape the Second Vatican 

Council’s 1965 “Declaration 
on the Relation of the Church 

with Non-Christian Religions,” 
a major turning point in 

Jewish-Christian relations. 
Here, Heschel (left) talks with 

Cardinal Augustin Bea at a 
March 1963 meeting in 

 New York.



T
he stunning failure of the international commentariat to  
foresee the seismic shifts that are engulfing the Arab world is reason 
enough to be guarded about what commentators are now telling us about 
the causes and meaning of the uprisings. 

Until events proved otherwise, many self-appointed experts 
confidently—sometimes arrogantly—explained that the global movement toward 
democracy had been spurned by the Arab world simply because liberty and equality 
were “not part of the Arab makeup.” So it must have come as quite a shock to them that 
the Arab people turned out to be not so different from the rest of the human race!

While the future course of events is not yet clear, there are certain tentative 
deductions that I believe we can risk making even now.

The first is the self-evident observation that there are opportunities and there 
are dangers, including, as witnessed in Libya and, potentially, in Syria, the ominous 
prospect of prolonged civil wars in countries where the ruling powers decide to fight 
anti-government protesters to the bitter end. It is, perhaps, telling that the regimes 
that have always regarded themselves as “revolutionary” are among the last to come to 
terms with the new revolutionary mood.

Second, autocratic regimes plainly cannot be depended on to deliver “stability.” This 
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Dr. Tony Klug is a special adviser on the Middle East to the Oxford Research Group and a long-time 
writer on Israeli-Palestinian issues. Email: tonyklug@compuserve.com.

The Arab Awakening and the  
Israeli-Palestinian Connection
				    by Tony Klug

Pro-democracy marchers 
in Alexandria, Egypt, 
celebrate their victory on 
February 18, 2011.
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is not altogether surprising, as there is usually no mechanism to change 
these brittle regimes that does not involve bringing down the whole system.

A third deduction is that nonviolent mass action is not the poor relative 
of an armed uprising but can often be more effective in achieving and sus-
taining change. Had the popular rebellions in Tunisia and Egypt been com-
mandeered by men and women of the gun, they would probably have invited 
instant and overwhelming counterviolence by the respective regimes, which 
would have gladly seized the opportunity to crush the incipient protests.

Fourth, while the grievances of the Arab street may be similar, the con-
texts are different in each country. So it is not surprising if the revolutions—
and the responses they provoke—take divergent paths.

Fifth, no one faction—religious, nationalist, or ideological—owns the 
revolution, except maybe the Arab youth, male and female, who have bro-
ken through the fear factor and are not prepared to swallow the old slogans, 
put up with a life of oppression, and suffer the alienation, hopelessness, 
and humiliations of their parents’ generation. However, this is not to say 
that there may not be an attempt by this or that political grouping to hijack 
one or another of the revolutions. Eternal vigilance on the part of the young  
revolutionaries, coupled with strong constitutional safeguards, will be vital 
to forestall such an eventuality, particularly during transitional phases.

Sixth, the new social media have revolutionized the way people 
communicate with each other and the potential for rapid mobilization. To 
the ruling old guard, putting down armed uprisings and attempted coups 
must have seemed like child’s play compared with the challenges presented 
by Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.

Seventh, unlike the revolutions in Eastern Europe in 1989 that, in 
the main, aimed to transform their despotic governances into Western 
European–style liberal democracies, the Arab uprisings seem not to have 
very clear models other than generally wanting to change the political sys-
tems. Whether this is a strength or a weakness is yet to be seen.

Finally, although there is undeniably a pan-Arab dimension to the un-
rest, as evidenced by its contagious quality, it seems clear that in each case 
the protests are essentially about the internal affairs of state rather than 
about Israel or Palestine. 

However, if freedom truly spreads in the region, the denial of Palestinian 
rights and their lack of statehood will appear ever more anomalous even 

if, in the short term, copious media coverage of the Arab revolutions has largely 
knocked the Palestinian issue off the front pages, and the open brutality of the re-
sponses of some of the Arab regimes has diminished the common portrayal of Israel 
within the region as a uniquely repressive force. 

How the Arab Revolutions Could Affect Israel/Palestine
What the regional explosions hold for the future are naturally of deep  
concern to the Palestinians, just as they are to the bewildered Israeli leadership, 
which seems unsure about which Arab horse to back. Prime Minister Netanyahu—
seeing only the dangers—has donned his King Canute hat and tried to keep the 
tide at bay while President Shimon Peres—spotting the opportunities—has 
urged support for what he has termed a “great moment for the region” that could 
dramatically improve Israel’s circumstances.

Among the dangers that might preoccupy Netanyahu is the threat to one of 
Israel’s trump cards—its claim to be “the only democracy in the Middle East.” If the 
Arab world is genuinely on the verge of joining the club of democratic nations—at a 
time when the right-wing Israeli parliament is introducing decidedly undemocratic 
legislation, and as the Israeli state has entered the forty-fifth year of its military 
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The mass pro-
democracy uprisings 

that have spread 
throughout North 

Africa and the Middle 
East—including those 

in Tunisia (top), 
Yemen (middle), and 
Syria (bottom)—may 

leave Israel without 
its favorite trump 

card: its claim to be the 
“only democracy in the 

Middle East.” 
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occupation of a neighboring people—Israel could end up as the illiberal joker in a more 
enlightened regional pack. 

Israel does, though, have a genuine concern that the long-standing peace treaties 
with two of its four immediate neighbors, Egypt and Jordan, could be at risk. So far, 
there is no indication of any moves being made to nullify these treaties and, barring 
the improbable takeover of these countries by extreme ideological factions, or possibly 
another prolonged Israeli bombardment of Gaza that causes widespread casualties, it 
is unlikely to happen, at least not formally. 

If the treaties were to be unilaterally terminated on the Arab side, this could be the 
first hazardous step on the road to a full-blooded war. But war is not what the youthful 
rebellions are about. More in keeping with their spirit are the themes of peace, har-
mony, justice, and dignity, echoes of which may be detected in the similarly astonishing 
social protest movement suddenly taking Israel by storm. 

Prime Minister Netanyahu’s early public boast that “there is only one country in 
the whole of the Middle East that has no troubles, no protests—that’s Israel” speaks 
again not only to the myopia of his leadership but also to the growing, if ambivalent, 
realization that Israel is part of the Middle East. One of the slogans of the Israeli tent 
protestors, “The people demand social justice,” has an obvious resonance with a popu-
lar slogan across the Arab world: “The people demand the fall of the regime.” Another 
Israeli slogan was even more blunt: “Mubarak, Assad, Netanyahu!”

Although the demands of this burgeoning youthful movement, while broadening, 
are still relatively modest and inward-looking, there is no knowing how far the Israeli 
awakening may go. It could fizzle out in the face of a few concessions, or it could be 
diverted by real or fabricated external threats. Most likely, there will be attempts to 
divide it from within. But if it stays the course and starts to make the connections 
between unaffordable housing and pockets of poverty in Israeli towns and generously 
subsidized living in the settlements of the West Bank, it could mature into an authentic 
political movement with consequences as far-reaching as the youthful uprisings 
elsewhere in the region. 

Such a development could have the effect of boosting the reputation of Israelis ev-
erywhere. President Peres is not mistaken in observing that the potential now exists 
for all the peoples of the region, including both Palestinians and Israelis, to aspire to a 
better, more hopeful life. But the potential for Israel to become ever more isolated also 
exists. The destiny of the Jewish state now depends to a large extent on how the Israeli 
government chooses to play its cards in the face of the new challenges. Above all, there 
is a compelling need for Israel to bring its occupation of Palestinian territory to a swift 
end, making way for a Palestinian state in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. If the 
Palestinians do not gain freedom in their own independent state, there is no prospect 
at all for Israel being accepted into the region. 

This is not a new observation—it has been around for decades—but now time is 
seriously running out. Beginning in September, when the UN General Assembly 
holds its annual meeting, the exasperated Palestinians—frustrated by U.S. reluctance 
or impotence—are preparing to turn their backs on the protracted farce of bilateral 
negotiations. Barring an improbable dramatic breakthrough between now and then, 
we are likely to see a new face to Palestinian strategy and tactics as the Palestinians seek 
to “internationalize” the issue on the one hand and simultaneously “Palestinianize” it 
on the other. 

Why September, exactly? For one thing, it marks the anniversary of the aspiration 
voiced by President Obama at the General Assembly last September to secure a Middle 
East deal “within a year” that would lead to a new member, Palestine, being welcomed 
into the world organization. For another, it coincides with the end of the two-year 
period of infrastructure-and-institution-building proclaimed by Prime Minister Salam 
Fayyad, who heads the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank, in preparation for the 
declaration of a Palestinian state. Cr
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The Arab revolutions have 
focused almost exclusively 
on internal affairs of state, 
with anti-Israel sentiments 
surfacing only rarely in signs 
such as this one from Tahrir 
Square in Cairo (bottom). 
But, the author argues, as 
Israeli violations of UN 
resolutions continue to draw 
international outrage (top), 
Israel may be increasingly 
marginalized as the “illiberal 
joker in a more enlightened 
regional pack.”



UN Recognition of a Palestinian State?
Despite the pressure and threats from the Israeli and U.S. governments, the 
Palestinians, with the backing of the Arab League, appear set to overcome any misgiv-
ings of their own and to persist down this path by calling on all countries to recognize 
a Palestinian state within the pre-June 1967 boundaries, with East Jerusalem as its 
capital, and for the new state to be granted full UN membership. Not less than 130 
of the 193 member states—many of them not at all hostile to Israel—are expected to  
support this proposition. 

The positions of the twenty-seven members of the European Union are uncertain 
as this piece goes to press in early September, but if France and the United Kingdom 
choose not to exercise their vetoes at the Security Council, that would leave the United 
States exposed once again as the sole backer of the Israeli position. For the second time 
in less than a year, the United States would find itself in the unenviable position of ve-
toing a resolution whose sentiments it is on record as supporting (the previous occasion 
was in February 2011 when it voted against a resolution on Israeli settlements). 

Facing the prospect of further isolating itself internationally at the behest of a 
recalcitrant Israeli government—which itself ostensibly supports two states—the Obama 
administration may be tempted at the last moment to abstain (although don’t hold your 
breath). Should this happen, the resolution would almost certainly then be approved by 
the General Assembly with the requisite two-thirds majority (requiring 129 positive votes). 
This would leave Israel, with its military bases in the West Bank, in the invidious position 
of being in daily violation of the sovereign territory of an independent UN member-state. 
In many respects, Israel’s legal position would be a nightmare.

Additionally, or alternatively, the Palestinians could call for an international pro-
tectorate or custodianship to take control of the occupied territories for a transitional 
period pending actual independence. Such an interim arrangement might be seen as 
less confrontational and enable the Israelis to hand over occupied territory in the first 
instance to an authority it might view as less threatening.

They could also adopt, as official policy, a vigorous campaign to isolate and boycott 
Israel internationally, and systematically use the panoply of mechanisms available 
under international law to prosecute the Israeli state and its agents.

A Renewed Push for Palestinian National Unity
A complementary “Palestinianization” strategy will depend largely on  
the recent efforts between Fatah and Hamas toward national unity—brokered by the 
new Egyptian government—not collapsing.

A strong challenge to both Palestinian factions to stop the internal squabbling was 
issued by the youthful March 15 movement, following demonstrations by tens of thou-
sands of young Palestinians earlier this year in both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. 
Additionally, Fatah was conscious of the loss of patronage of the 
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Israel’s international 
legal position could shift 

dramatically if Palestine 
won a seat such as this 
at the United Nations. 

At least 130 of the UN’s 
193 member states are 

expected to support 
the Palestinian bid for 
statehood recognition 

this September.
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Support the ESRA  
and GMP

Ask your representatives to cosponsor two 
resolutions currently before Congress: the ESRA 

(the Environmental and Social Responsibility 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution), which 

Congressman Dennis Kucinich has introduced 
as House Res. 156, and the Global Marshall 
Plan, which Congressman Keith Ellison has 

introduced as House Res. 157. Please contact your 
representatives in D.C. and ask them to sign on as 
well! Info: tikkun.org/ESRA and tikkun.org/GMP.
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Y
ou can’t have these protests in the 
farcical parliaments of Tehran or Tripoli; 
this is real democracy,” bellowed Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, 
responding to a Jewish woman who 

stood up to disrupt his speech at a joint session of 
Congress this past May. The activist was shouting about 
equal rights for Palestinians and an end to the Israeli 
Occupation. She was assaulted by members of the audi-
ence in the congressional gallery, rushed to the hospital, 
treated for a neck injury, arrested, and taken to jail.

I know all this because I was that woman. 
From the chambers of Congress to the shores of the 

Mediterranean, nonviolent protesters are rising up against the Israeli Occupation in 
surprisingly innovative and effective ways. There’s a buzz, and it’s stirring the hive of the 
American Zionist establishment like never before as we, young Jews, apply our demo-
cratic values to the situation in Israel and Palestine.

Young Jews are organizing within the Jewish establishment across the country to 
speak out against the Occupation. Last fall a new youth outcrop of Jewish Voice for 
Peace emerged at the annual Jewish Federations of North America conference in New 
Orleans, where fourteen young Jews held their own leadership summit and penned a 
“Young  Jewish Declaration,” which states (in part):

We are punks and students and parents and janitors and rabbis and 
freedom fighters. We are your children, your nieces and nephews, your 
grandchildren…. We will not carry the legacy of terror…. We commit to re-
envisioning “homeland,” to make room for justice.

Five members of this new group, dubbed Young, Jewish, and Proud, then disrupted 
Netanyahu’s keynote address to the Federation with messages about what really 
delegitimizes Israel—the settlements, the Occupation, the siege of Gaza. The video 
of this action went viral and again broke the silence surrounding the Occupation in 
mainstream Jewish communities. Jewish youth are redefining an old adage to say, 
“Progressive includes Palestine!” As one of the founding members of Young, Jewish, 
and Proud, I have found in this organization a place to be “out” about my views on the 
Occupation while being fully present in my religious and spiritual life. 

Fresh Tactics and New Voices 
In the Movement for Justice and  
Freedom in the Middle East
by Rae Abileah

Rae Abileah is a national organizer with CODEPINK Women for Peace and a member of Jewish 
Voice for Peace. She lives in San Francisco, California, and can be reached at rae@codepink.org. 
She will speak at Beyt Tikkun High Holiday services in Berkeley, California, in September 2011 
(beyttikkun.org).

Rae Abileah disrupts 
Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
speech before Congress 
on May 24, 2011. Her 
banner reads, “Occupying 
Land Is Indefensible.” 
She was later attacked by 
onlookers, rushed to  
the hospital, and then 
taken to jail. 
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The international movement we are part of takes inspira-
tion from the leadership of Palestinian civil society groups, 
village popular committees, and their Israeli allies as they 
organize against land theft, home demolitions, settler vio-
lence, and inequality before the law. Every Friday the West 
Bank villagers in Bil’in and Nil’in hold peaceful demonstra-
tions against the encroaching “apartheid wall.” At Friday  
demonstrations in the village of Nabi Saleh, residents challenge 
the illegal theft of their land and natural springwater by the  
settlement of Halamish since January 2010. In an attempt 
to silence dissent, the Israeli army uses banned high-velocity 
tear gas projectiles, rubber-coated steel bullets, and at times 
live ammunition against unarmed civilians. Speaking on  
behalf of the European Union, Ambassador András Dékány 
stated, “The rights of Israeli and Palestinian human rights 
defenders protesting peacefully against settlements and the 
separation barrier are severely curtailed.” 

In a speech prepared for his appearance in Israeli court 
regarding the blanket charge of incitement brought against 
him because of his work as the coordinator of the Nabi 
Saleh Popular Committee, Bassem Tamimi stated: “Land 
theft and tree burning are not just. Your military laws are 
not legitimate. Our peaceful protest is just. I organized 
these peaceful demonstrations to defend our land and our 
people.” Despite the jailing of their leaders, Palestinian vil-
lages continue their nonviolent struggle against the theft 
of their land and resources. But how much longer will the 
global community countenance Israel’s imprisonment of 
Palestinian Gandhis? 

The Power of Boycotts, Divestment, and Sanctions 
Here in the United States, while lobbying Congress is important, it’s up to the 
grassroots to lead, seeing as our elected representatives are still in thrall to the far-right 
Israel lobby—the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) specifically.

Boycott, divestment, and sanctions (BDS) campaigns offer a way for people to help 
take the profit out of the Occupation and to focus attention on Israel’s flagrant viola-
tions of international law. The demands of BDS are threefold: a withdrawal from the 
Occupied Palestinian Territories; the right of return for Palestinian refugees (in accor-
dance with UN Resolution 194); and an end to legal discrimination against Palestinian 
citizens of Israel. Taking as models the successful boycotts against South African 
Apartheid and the Jim Crow South, this new movement is moving from strength to 
strength.

Whether via CODEPINK’s Stolen Beauty campaign against Occupation profi-
teer Ahava cosmetics, Jewish Voice for Peace’s TIAA-CREF Divestment Campaign, 
or Adalah-NY’s creative protests against diamond dealer and settlement-builder Lev 
Leviev, BDS offers activists a way to support human rights without waiting around for 
the U.S. government to broker a peace deal.

BDS is working. After major pressure from European activists, the French transpor-
tation giant Veolia is pulling out of an Israeli light-rail project to connect Jerusalem to 
the settlements; Veolia continues to lose business from European municipalities un-
willing to support a company that runs settler buses in the West Bank. Deutsche Bahn, 
the German railway operator, has pulled out of a new fast-train project, built between 
Tel Aviv and Jerusalem and crossing the Green Line border twice. Belgian bank Dexia 
announced that it would sell its Israeli subsidiary in order to make sure it does not Cr
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From international 
boycott efforts such as 

CODEPINK’s protest of 
Ahava cosmetics (top), 
to young Palestinians’ 

weekly demonstrations 
in the West Bank village 
of Nabi Saleh (bottom), 

nonviolent struggles 
against the Occupation 

are mobilizing a new 
generation of activists. 



finance construction projects in illegal settlements. Ahava’s 
flagship U.K. store is being forced to move out of London’s 
trendy Covent Garden after two years of fortnightly demon-
strations. And at the end of 2010 the major Dutch pension 
fund Pensioenfonds Zorg en Welzijn, which had invest-
ments totaling 97 billion euros, announced that it had di-
vested from almost all the Israeli companies in its portfolio. 

Israel Criminalizes Nonviolent Activism
So successful is this nonviolent tactic of exerting 
economic pressure that the Israeli Knesset responded 
in mid-July 2011 by passing a bill against supporters of 
boycotts against Israel. The new law makes calling for 
boycotts a civil tort. In a widely disseminated op-ed titled “It 
Can Happen Here,” Uri Avnery, leader of the Israeli peace 
movement Gush Shalom, wrote:

According to the law, any settler who feels that he has been harmed by the 
boycott can demand unlimited compensation from any person or organiza-
tion calling for the boycott—without having to prove any actual damage. This 
means that each of the 300,000 settlers can claim millions from every single 
peace activist associated with the call for boycott, thus destroying the peace 
movement altogether.

Gush Shalom immediately appealed to the Israeli Supreme Court. Boycott from 
Within, an Israeli group that supports the Palestinian-led BDS movement, immedi-
ately vowed to continue boycotting and resisting. 

Interestingly, even organizations that tend to decry BDS, such as the New Israel 
Fund and the Anti-Defamation League, issued statements condemning the anti-
boycott law as undemocratic. Whatever the outcome of the anti-boycott law, one thing 
is clear: as occurred during the 2008 Israeli assault on Gaza and during the 2010 
attack on the flotilla, yet another onion layer has been peeled back, exposing the Israeli 
regime’s violence and its repression of dissent. The veil of “real democracy” is finally 
wearing down.

The Jewish Federation has budgeted 6 million dollars over three years for a cam-
paign aimed at undercutting the growing U.S.-based BDS Movement. Activist writer 
Alex Kane documented how the Jewish Federation and its partner, the Jewish Council 
for Public Affairs, appear to be “following the recommendations of the Reut Institute, 
an Israeli think tank with close ties to the Israeli government, who called on the Israeli 
government to ‘sabotage’ and ‘attack’ the BDS movement in a February 2010 report.” It 
remains to be seen what the impact of this funding will be, but it will likely not make a 
dent in the decentralized and rapidly growing BDS movement.

The Jewish Federation claims to fundraise for “social welfare, social services, and 
education” and to enhance “the well-being of Jews worldwide through the values of tik-
kun olam (repairing the world), tzedakah (charity and social justice) and Torah (Jewish 
learning).” But it is hard to see how destroying a nonviolent movement for justice could 
help “repair the world.” That’s why members of Young, Jewish, and Proud felt so com-
pelled to be at the Jewish Federation’s conference with messages like “Tikkun Olam for 
Gaza Too” and “The Settlements Delegitimize Israel.”  

President Obama, in his speech to AIPAC in May, said, “You also see our commit-
ment to Israel’s security in our steadfast opposition to any attempt to delegitimize the 
State of Israel.” This reference to “delegitimization” is code for the BDS movement, but 
the truth is that BDS campaigns are not delegitimizing Israel. Rather, Israeli policies, 
supported by AIPAC, that deprive Palestinians of basic human tw
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Started in Chicago by 
the Committee for a 
Just Peace in Israel and 
Palestine, this billboard 
campaign has spread 
across the country,  
from Albuquerque,  
New Mexico, to the Park 
Street subway station 
in Boston (above).
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(continued on page 41)

Fiction Editor 
Wanted

We are now publishing high-quality 
fiction on our web magazine site. We 
need a volunteer editor who knows 

the literary scene, can attract the best 
writers of fiction relevant to Tikkun, 

and feels fine about rejecting the rest! 
Applicants should also have the skills to 

proof and format the pieces online.
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A
ddiction is everywhere, it seems, as is the devastation 
wrought by this disease. But does it even make sense to 
call it that? Modern medicine thinks it does. What used to 
be considered a moral deficiency is now called a biological 
condition, and every twelve-step program from Alcoholics 

Anonymous to Overeaters Anonymous is predicated on this principle. But 
in different cultures diseases look different and, more importantly, mean 
different things. I believe that in digging into the metaphoric landscape of 
addiction and disease in the American soil we can get at the grit of where we 
are in our public perception and how we got here. What follows is both an 
intellectual and personal unpacking of the following question: what does it 
mean to be an addict in America?

Let me preface this by saying that I write as someone who has struggled 
with these issues both as an academic and as someone who has lived in the 
prison of chemical dependency. I have experienced the despair of finding out 
I had an “incurable disease,” as well as the despair of being told it could only 
be arrested by a Protestant-by-proxy twelve-step program. I know as well 
the process through which disease-identity is cultivated within the walls of 
Narcotics Anonymous. I experienced firsthand how the disease of addiction 
is a cipher for all sorts of projections and even, to a certain extent, a symbolic 
transformation of the Devil himself into the language of medical discourse, 
echoing the ancient struggle of God, or a “Higher Power” with the Devil, or 
“the disease of addiction.” This crypto-Christian theology is still very much 

alive in the treatment of addiction. And for the still-struggling addict who doesn’t sub-
scribe to or is alienated from the Judeo-Christian tradition, this can prove to be very 
problematic. And although these programs encourage each wayward addict to define 
his or her “Higher Power” as he or she understands Him (it can be a doorknob, a doll, or 
the twelve-step program itself), all of the literature and even the verbiage used within 
the “rooms” themselves point to a Judeo-Christian concept that turns the addict into a 
spiritually devastated individual who can only be saved by developing a more intimate 
relationship with a “Higher Power.”

The Harmful Power of Misplaced Medical Diagnoses
Like dictionaries, which jettison words every year, medicine disposes of  
diagnoses that are no longer tenable. Such was the case with both hysteria and homosexuality 
in the early and mid-twentieth century. These diseases then become historical curiosities like 
so many of the comically absurd laws of the nineteenth century. Obviously, homosexuality 

Nicholas Boeving is an independent scholar whose research interests include the psychology of 
religion, new religious movements, and comparative addictionology. He would like to thank Ann 
Gleig and Claire Villareal for their support and insight in the process of writing this article.

Is Addiction Really a Disease?
A Challenge to Twelve-Step Programs
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is not a disease, and it never was, regardless of what medicine thought; 
the experience of being gay, however, for many people was one of living 
in illness. For some gay people, this damaging self-conception prevented 
actualization of a healthy sexuality and nurturing of an authentic self. In 
other words, this misdiagnosis was damning. Fortunately, this particular 
vestige of Levitican law has been abandoned by the medical community.

The metaphor of addiction as a disease is equally damning. And 
yet, with some procrustean acrobatics, medicine has been able to fit 
chemical dependency under this rubric. After all, the life of the addict 
is often characterized by “disordered or incorrectly functioning 
systems of the body,” which are the hallmark of any disease. But 
again, the ways we think about disease today are neither similar 
to how they were a thousand years ago, nor to the way they are 
envisioned in holistic paradigms today. What I suggest is a radical 
return to the way we thought about diseases of the body and of society 
in antiquity: as imbalances that need to be brought into equilibrium, 
rather than as insidious interlopers to be destroyed. The truth is, the 
current medical model of addiction is fundamentally modern and just 
doesn’t work; what we need is a metaphoric rewrite that understands 
the disease of addiction not as a discrete illness circumscribed by the 
skin of the individually afflicted, but as a societal condition reflected 
in the sinews and psyches of the chemically dependent. This would 
require quite a transformation of the clinical dynamic, but such 
a transformation would open it up to a more individualized and 
democratic environment. 

For most of America, having a disease means having a foreign 
body assume residence in the biological tissue, multiplying itself and 
attacking the surrounding healthy tissue. This idea is a direct result of the discovery of mi-
croscopy and the bacterial origin of many afflictions. The metaphor here is war, and all 
good doctors are on the front lines, battling leukemia, eradicating AIDS and other serious 
illnesses. Sometimes we cause the war ourselves and sometimes we are simply invaded. But 
where is the infection in addiction? To what can we actually point? Carl Jung famously di-
agnosed addiction in a letter to Bill Wilson as “a thirst for wholeness” and prescribed analy-
sis, creative activity, and the formation of meaningful relationships to fill in the gaps where 
absence has encroached. I’m not sure about the analysis part, but as for the formation of 
meaningful relationships, I am 100 percent convinced. 

While a minority of addicts find the idea of having an arrestable, albeit incurable, condi-
tion empowering (at least according to the twelve steps), most addicts, myself included, do 
not. And the monopoly of the twelve-step ideology precludes the possibility of finding out 
about alternative therapies such as those I will discuss. It also occludes the societal etiology 
and responsibility for a collective condition.

Twelve-Step Programs’ Christian Underpinnings
Alcoholics Anonymous—which was really the first organization to  
articulate the disease theory of addiction—has influenced many in the medical community to 
adopt its perspective, Christian underpinnings and all. And it’s no secret that Bill Wilson, co-
founder of AA, was a Protestant and that his organization rose from the ashes of the Oxford 
Group, a Christian recovery initiative, thus lending the entire project a biblical perspective 
replete with a Job-like narrative structure and Levitican ideas of contamination and purity. 
Indeed the entire culture of most twelve-step programs is one of paranoid avoidance of con-
taminated objects and reverence for the accoutrements of the program itself—the literature, 
the litany, and the group of “believers.” La
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The medical establishment 
has persuaded many that 
chemical dependency fits 
under the rubric of disease. 
But what if we instead saw 
addiction as “a societal 
condition reflected in the 
sinews and psyches of the 
chemically dependent”?
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Let me be clear here: the twelve-step  
programs have many profoundly wonderful 
qualities. They encourage open acknowledge-
ment that the life of chemical dependency is an 
unhealthy one; they provide an environment 
that nurtures the relationship of sponsors and 
sponsorees; and they also encourage making 
amends. What I am attacking, instead, is the 
cultivation of a disease identity that I believe to 
be anathema to health. I am also critiquing the 
fact that in our society, most addicts can only 
find recovery groups of a Christian persuasion. 

Non-Christian 	  
Rehab Alternatives
AA’s crypto-Christian theology of a  
spiritual condition may work for some, but a 
variety of alternative theologies are available to 
those for whom it doesn’t. In Peru, for example, 
entheogenic intervention is allowed, and a 

local rehab program funded by both the French and Peruvian governments employs a 
shamanic narrative. Rather than using the imagery of arresting a disease process, this 
treatment program uses the ritual structure of spiritual sickness, departure, an encounter 
with some sort of spiritual realm, return, and finally reintegration into society.

In Thailand, one of the most successful treatments, which has attracted hundreds, 
including many Europeans every year, takes place at the Thram Krabok monastery. 
The treatment’s narrative structure suggests that when we ingest poisons (i.e., drugs) 
we make ourselves sick, but through the process of purification we can awaken a karmic 
commitment to harm neither ourselves nor any other beings. Although this is also a 
religious model of disease, the Buddhist cosmology is very different from the Christian: 
there is no disease with a mind of its own, and such statements as “my disease told 
me to do it” are unheard of. However, statements like this are common in twelve-step 
meetings. 

Instead, the novice monks at Thram Krabok are taught that all desire is, in the end, 
harmful and counterproductive to attaining enlightenment. And that is exactly what 
addicts become: novice monks who rise before dawn and spend the day in meditation 
and service. The program only asks that participants pay three dollars a day to cover 
food expenses; although Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous member-
ships are free, this is incredible when compared to the prohibitively expensive treat-
ment centers in the United States. The monks teach that we are all addicts in our way, 
that we all experience cravings for more of a good thing. But the way to overcome this, 
they say, is through a complete reorientation of values. Again, while an integral com-
ponent of the twelve-step recovery process includes the making and maintenance of a 
moral inventory, as well as significant lifestyle changes, the color of the process itself is 
resoundingly Protestant. 

While to a certain extent we are all addicts—afflicted with the insatiable desire for 
more—to the “addict,” “more” is a mantra to the exclusion of all others. Nothing exists 
beyond this need for more. My own experience was one of losing, in stages, everything 
that mattered in my life, from my relationships, to my sense of worth, to finally, my ca-
reer. When I sought help I was confronted with the poverty of treatment alternatives. 
Thailand was too far away and the waiting list for Peru promised a delay of well over six 
months. I went, instead, to a Catholic treatment facility, which, in spite of being staffed 
with wonderful, compassionate, competent people was still, well, (continued on page 44)
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W
hile it may be true, as Nicholas Boeving states in this issue 
of Tikkun, that recovery (the blanket term used to describe twelve-
step programs) works for only a minority of addicts, that minority is a 
rather large number: millions around the world.  And because recovery 
is such a large and growing movement, Boeving’s criticisms—which 

for the most part are valid—only speak to a certain aspect of the twelve-step paradigm.
As a recovering addict and a member of Narcotics Anonymous (NA), I should first 

state that I speak for myself only and do not in any way represent NA. That’s one of the 
brilliant aspects of “the program,” as we sometimes call it—no one represents or decides 
what it’s about for anyone else. So, protecting my anonymity with a pseudonym, I will 
speak here of my own experiences in recovery in hopes that doing so will make it acces-
sible to people who, hearing Boeving’s arguments, might otherwise take a pass. 

The First Step
If I could have found some other way to stop destroying myself, I gladly 
would have. I hated Narcotics Anonymous when I first started going to meetings. I went 
grudgingly and sparingly because I had promised my family that I would “get help,” but 
meanwhile I kept up my pill addiction on the sly. I was getting a Ph.D. and had managed 
to stay in school by the skin of my teeth, and because I didn’t let any of my friends in too 
close, I had maintained the appearance of a pseudo-functional adult. My father had 
died after a long illness and the experience had been so obliterating to me that I stopped 
coping with my life. I didn’t know how. My family was screwed up, but I didn’t know 

Twelve-Step Healing:  
Beyond Disease Metaphors and God-Talk

		      by Sherine Kaufman

Sherine Kaufman (a pseudonym) is a clinical psychologist in Northern California. She is a member of 
both Narcotics Anonymous and Adult Children of Alcoholics.CREATIVE
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that yet, and since family was where I went for help, I was helpless. (One definition of an 
addict is “someone who doesn’t know how to ask for help.”) Whether the inheritance is 
genetic, environmental, bio-psycho-social, or all of the above, when the shit hit the fan 
in my life, the sleeping monster woke up. I went from being someone who rarely used 
drugs or drank to someone who would lie, cheat, and steal to get my hands on whatever 
I could get.

I had been a super high achiever all of my life—a good girl, an excellent this and that, 
someone everyone wanted to be friends with, yadda yadda. The depression I had carried 
deep in my belly since childhood was compartmentalized and only emerged when I was 
safely alone (or in the very few romantic relationships I had with people, making them 
so very painful). I developed a “winning personality” so that people would love me—
and they did—but I could not feel their love. I felt wretched and alone, “other,” left out, 
shameful, ugly. I had lots of friends but I tended to be a caretaker and focus on them, 
since I literally did not know how to share my internal world with people. Too scary. Too 
shameful. Too confusing. 

And then the bottom just dropped out. It was like a switch flipped internally and I 
could no longer control myself. I wanted to consume and then pass out. In retrospect 
I wanted not to be alive. I wanted to die because life was too hard and it seemed like 
nobody else was struggling like I was (the narcissism of self-loathing). People around 
me were getting married and having babies. They had family inheritances. They got 
their work done on time. They paid their bills. I was stealing pills from people’s  
cabinets, shoplifting, spending endless hours online spaced out on opiates, missing 
appointments, showing up late everywhere. I got caught stealing from a grocery store 
and not three weeks later had a withdrawal seizure there. I dyed my hair a crazy color. I 
was screaming for help in all the wrong ways. And I was angry. I didn’t know at whom, 
but boy was I pissed at my lot. This highly educated superachiever did not like that my 
life had come to this. I could not get off the suicide train and my only option for survival 
was to join a weird cult of jargon-spouting lowlifes? And I did not like being told that I 
had a disease. Aside from wanting to be in a constant state of oblivion, I was perfectly 
healthy.

Addiction: A Social Condition, Disease, 
or Form of Insanity?
I completely agree with Boeving’s assessment that we are living in an  
addicted culture, that our problem is systemic and must be understood and treated as 
such. And yet, there’s a difference between the more mainstream, socially constructed 
addicts we might all be and the addict addicts only some of us are. Most of the former 
do not steal useless crap from neighborhood stores, gobble down pills like tic tacs, drool 
in front of the television all night, and then wake up the next day and go, “Let’s do that 
again!” We who become addicted become insane. It may not be a disease but it’s defi-
nitely a form of insanity. There’s just no denying it. But for those of us for whom recovery 
“works,” there’s just no denying that, either. There is something of a miracle in it—to be 
delivered from such excruciating degradation and to find peace in “a new way of life.”

Boeving’s reflections about the limitations of the twelve-step paradigm were all too 
real for me initially. The Judeo-Christian undertones, the jargon, and the heavy use of 
the term “disease” were off-putting and alienating, as they are to most “newcomers” who 
enter the rooms of recovery. But the truth is that most of us are so alienated from our-
selves at that point that it’s impossible to have any kind of reliable discernment about 
our surroundings. Being told that you have a disease can, indeed, feel pathologizing, 
but it can also help dislodge the stigma that so many addicts feel. And it is possible to 
feel both at the same time. The idea that there is a genetic-biological component to our 
addiction, that we have been invaded by a menacing and malignant intruder that seeks 
to kill us (which is certainly how it felt to me), can give us some space from feeling so 
utterly and irredeemably responsible for the state of spiritual bankruptcy that brought Cr
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us—if we are lucky—to our knees. Because it is only from 
that humbled angle that many of us are finally willing to 
seek help.

But conceptualizing addiction as a disease does not 
preclude us from properly understanding its relationship 
to modern culture. It is here that Boeving’s critique fails 
to imagine the metaphoric possibilities of the twelve-step 
paradigm and instead ascribes a kind of personalized, 
self-involved quality to the process of recovery that 
reminds me a bit of the critique leveled at Buddhists for 
being “navel gazers.” Sure, it captures a certain aspect of 
that reality, but nothing of its essence or its potential for 
both individual and collective transformation.

If we look systemically at the problem of addiction, the 
miracle of recovery is no miracle at all. Most of us at this 
time and place in our culture are alienated from one another. We are overworked and 
under-nurtured, we hate our bodies, we are on diets, we are struggling to pay the bills, 
we want “more” of something whether it’s sex, food, money, spirituality, respect, Apple 
products, frozen yogurt, or literary knowledge. We want a Ph.D., a Honda Fit, our own 
website, the perfect dog, the perfect wedding, a new couch, or the perfect beach vacation 
in Central America. We are in a rush. We are, many of us moderns, depressed. If we are 
not on antidepressants, then we are off sugar or gluten, we’re doing Bikram Yoga or a 
seven-day “cleanse,” or we’re meditating our asses off. There is not enough time for us 
to do all the things we are supposed to do in our short time here on earth and if we stop 
to rest we may miss something, or even worse, someone may think we are lazy. Many of 
us act out our suffering and become addicted to whatever that thing is that soothes our 
poor little souls.  And the worst part? We don’t talk to each other about our struggles.

Healing in Community
Since most of us suffer alone, it really can feel like a miracle to find a place 
where you are welcomed and loved just as you are. Whether you are homeless, whether 
or not you have teeth, whether you have murdered someone, whether you are a mil-
lionaire, whether you smell, whether you make sense, whether you are the life of the 
party, awkward, angry, black, white, transgender, just out of jail, a movie star, Mother 
Teresa, or an arrogant asshole—everyone is equally welcome. It is the only place I know 
of where there is genuine racial, class, economic, and gender diversity. Addiction is the 
great social leveler. Your friends—the people you admire for their wisdom, courage and 
perseverance—range from hookers to housewives. These people share honestly about 
their suffering and this honesty is the language of recovery. It is the language of au-
thentic being, which we begin to feel if we keep going to meetings. We learn that we can 
share our fears, our shame, or hopes, and our pain in an atmosphere of nonjudgment. 
No one is allowed to “cross-talk”—to comment on or give advice about anything you 
share. You can be the CEO of a big firm during the day and come grumbling in your 
dirty sweats and slippers to your meeting at night, where you know people know you 
from the inside out. 

Some people are not able to get past the “God” language. In my experience, people 
who rail against God in recovery are usually railing against a God that nobody else be-
lieves in either. It sometimes leads them to leave the rooms and seek help elsewhere. 
Some people are able to find that help; others aren’t. The rooms are filled with all types—
Christians, Buddhists, Jews, Hindus, Muslims, atheists, pantheists, pagans. Most 
people keep that to themselves, sharing it only with their sponsor and closest friends. 
For me, recovery isn’t about religion, and the God of my understanding really is just 
that. No one has ever questioned me about my religious beliefs or tried to proselytize me 
to theirs. Many people call the fellowship—which is the name given (continued on page 46)Cr
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It features Horton the Elephant, who 
befriends tiny creatures (the “Whos”) 
whom he can’t see, but whom he can 
hear, thanks to his large ears. Horton 
rallies his neighbors to protect the en-
dangered Who community. Horton 
agrees to protect the Whos, observing, 
in one of Geisel’s most famous lines, 
“even though you can’t see or hear them 
at all, a person’s a person, no matter 
how small.” The other animals ridicule 
Horton for believing in something that 
they can’t see or hear, but he remains 
loyal to the Whos. Horton urges the 
Whos to join together to make a big 
enough sound so that the jungle animals 
can hear them. That can happen, how-
ever, only if Jo-Jo, the “smallest of all” 
the Whos, speaks out. He has a respon-
sibility to add his voice to save the entire 
community. Eventually he does so, and 
the Whos survive. 

Some Seuss analysts see the book as 
a parable about protecting the rights of 
minorities, urging “big” people to resist 
bigotry and indifference toward “small” 
people, and the importance of individuals 
(particularly “small” ones) speaking out 
against injustice. A reviewer for the Des 
Moines Register hailed it as a “rhymed 
lesson in protection of minorities and 
their rights.” Other observers, however, 
viewed the residents of Who-ville as 
representing the Japanese people. 
Despite Geisel’s racism toward the 
Japanese during the war, depicted in 
his PM cartoons, he was horrified by 
the consequences of the atomic bomb 
dropped on Hiroshima and came to 
sympathize with the helplessness of the 
Japanese when he visited the country 
after the war. In this view—supported 
by the fact that Geisel dedicated the 
book to a Japanese friend—Horton 
represents the U.S. government’s effort 
to rebuild Japan as a democracy. (“I’ve 
got to protect them,” Horton says. “I’m 
bigger than they.”) Many Americans 
opposed this effort, preferring revenge or 
indifference, reflected in the attitude of 
the other jungle animals in the story. 

 

The Cat in the Hat
Geisel wrote his most famous  
book, The Cat in the Hat, in response 
to a challenge. In May 1954, Life 
magazine published an article about 
widespread illiteracy among school 
children, claiming that they were not 
learning to read because their books 
were boring. William Spaulding, an 
editor at Houghton Mifflin, asked Geisel 
to write a book using the 225 words that, 
he believed, all first-graders should be 
able to recognize. Spaulding challenged 
Geisel to “bring back a book children 
can’t put down.” 

Within nine months, Geisel produced 
The Cat in the Hat. The book was an im-
mediate success. It was lauded by edu-
cators and sold well. Written a decade 
before the upheavals of the 1960s, it can 
be seen as endorsing rebellion against 
authority. The book became the first in 
a series of Dr. Seuss’ Beginner Books 
that combined a simple vocabulary, 
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(continued from page 30)
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(continued from page 27)
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to the community of people in any given 
twelve-step program—their “higher 
power” because it is a constant, lov-
ing presence and a source of faith and 
hope and healing for them. And there 
is so much humor—dark humor—in 
the rooms of recovery. People have been 
through some crazy shit and have lived 
to tell about it. 

Meetings are a place where people 
sit and listen and find respite from the 
whirling world around them. There 
is no pretense. There’s no work to be 
done and there’s nowhere else to be. 
There’s coffee and sometimes cookies. 
Nothing is required of you. Not money, 
not God, not even the cessation of your 

has not been merely over substance, 
but over a spiritual affliction. There is 
a process of spiritual purification and a 
glamorous aesthetic associated with re-
covered (white) addicts. For other races, 
the attitude is simply that they’re just 
doing what they should have been doing 
all along.

Again, how do we change this? All 
successful recovery from chemical 
dependency is the result of a complete 
reorientation of values and again, 
alignment. In many ways, contemporary 
consumer society rails against alignment. 
Pharmaceutical companies lull us into 
thinking that there is a drug for every 
condition. And medicine is complicit 
in this insidious mirage. Bringing the 
body back into alignment with itself and 
entraining the self with the circadian 
rhythms of the community are ways to 
recover and even heal the rift between 
the classes in our culture. Maybe the 
answer doesn’t lie in dispensing with 
the idea of illness after all, but just in the 
military metaphors of invasion and civil 
war. Instead, let’s return to the original 
Old French etymology of desaise from 
des (without) and aise (ease)—because 
addiction is never easy, nor is recovery 
from it. But the idea of bringing the body 
back into the ease of alignment? Now that 
is a metaphor we can work with. n

drug use. Only the desire to stop using. 
It is the place where my lifelong sense of 
alienation, depression, and loneliness 
was healed. Without my addiction, I 
don’t think I would have healed these 
wounds. In this way, I am deeply grateful 
for my downfall. 

Ultimately, society will continue to 
churn out addicts by the millions as long 
as it churns out false Gods. The corporate-
owned media do everything they can to 
make you want what you don’t have, and 
the corporate-controlled government 
is, at this very moment, destroying the 
remedies for the diseases created by our 
consumption-obsessed culture. Twelve-
step programs—which offer kindness 
and communion and strive to help 
people live lives of integrity, honesty, and 
service—are quite a radical alternative to 
societal addiction and greed. Recovery is 
a parallel universe that more and more 
people are choosing for themselves. And 
it is a choice. If you have the desire to stop 
using, you may want to try it out. Don’t let 
God scare you away. As a famous rabbi 
once said, “The God you don’t believe in 
doesn’t exist!” n
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by Peter Dreier 

ho hasn't read Dr. Seuss? As kids and as 
parents, most Americans know all about the 

Cat in the Hat, Yertle the Turtle, and many 

other of Seuss's colorful characters. What some 
maynot knowis that despite his popular image 

asa kindly cartoonist for kids, Theodor Geisel, writing under the pen 
name “Dr. Seuss,” was also a progressive and a moralist whose views 

suffuse his books. Some of his books use ridicule, satire, wordplay, 
nonsense words, and wild drawings to take aim at bullies, hypocrites, 
and demagogues. 

In the early 1940s, before many Americans were aware of the 

youngsters to challenge bullies and injustice. Generations of progressive | 
not trace their political views to their early exposure to Dr. Seuss, but w 
this shy, brilliant genius played a role in sensitizing them to abuses of pow 

Geisel (1904- 1991) was, and remains two decades after his death, 
most popular writer of modern children’s books. He wrote and illustrat 

children’s books characterized by memorable rhymes, whimsical cha 
exuberant drawings that encouraged generations of children to love 

expand their vocabularies. His books, including his two most popular 
<Zm bg naad MMNg > °!| Zg] AZf" %havebeentranslat 

languages and sold over 200 million copies. They have been adapted into! 

TV specials, and a Broadway musical. He earned two Academy Awards 
Awards, a Peabody Award, and the Pulitzer Prize. 

Geisel believed that children’s books should be both entertaining and 
He thought, as he wrote in a 1960 articlefor the Eh!l :g° 4e%1, th 
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(and Hitler booster) Charles Lindbergh and right-wing radio priest 
Father Charles Coughlin—both of whom were anti-Semites—and 
Senator Gerald Nyeof North Dakota, an isolationist leader. 

Geis was oneof the few editorial voicesto decrytheU.S. militarys 
racial segregation policies. He used his cartoons to challenge racism 

at homeagainst J ews and blacks, union-busting, and corporate greed, 
which hethought divided thecountry and hurt thewar effort. 
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ably, filled with editorials and cartoons using caricature, mockery, 
and sarcasm to depict J apanese and German leaders and people. But 
Geisa''s cartoons reveal that hewas swept up byanti-J apanesehysteria 

that included blatant racism. He drew a series of cartoons that used 
familiar stereotypes of J apanese citizens and J apanese Americans, 
many of whom would besent to internment camps during thewar. As 
Richard Minear noted in his book, 
, Geisd’s depictions 
Of Hitler are clearly recognizable, drawn with features that give the 

German dictator a uniquelook. In contrast, his cartoons of Emperor Hirohito and 
General Tojo ignoretheir distinctiveattributes and portray them as apanese stereo- 
typeswith pigsnouts, buck teeth, thick glasses, and squinted eyes. Even moretroubling 
isa cartoon published on February 13, 1942, that depicts all J apanese Americans as 
traitorsto the United States. Geisel drew a longline of smiling] apanese Americans, 

descending down the coast from Washington and Oregon to California, waitingto pick 
upa package of TNT froma building called “H onorable Sth Column." Thecaption ex- 
plains that theyare “waiting for thesignal from home” 
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Many Dr. Seuss books are about the misuse of power—by despots, kings, and other 
rulers, including the sometimes arbitrary authority of parents. In a university lecture 
in 1947—a decade beforethe Civil Rights M ovement—Geisd urged would-bewriters 

toavoid theracist stereotypes common in children’s books. America ‘preaches equality 
but doesnt always practiceit,”henoted. 

Geisal’s children’s books consistently reveal his sympathy with the weak and the 

powerless and his fury against bullies and despots. His books teach children to think 
about how to deal with an unfair world. Rather than instruct them, Geisd inviteshis 
young readers to consider what they should do when faced with injustice. Geis be 
lieved children could understand these moral questions, but only rarely did he portray 

themin overtly political terms. Instead, hewrote, “when wehavea moral, wetrytotll 
itsideways.” 

After thewar, Geisd occasionally submitted cartoonsto publications, such asa 1947 
drawing, published in the, depicting Uncle Sam looking in horror at 

‘Americans accusing each other of being communists, a clear statement of Geisd’sanger 
at thenation’s right-wing Red Scare hysteria, which soon spiraled into McCarthyism. 

But Geisel devoted almost all of his post-war career to writing children’s books and 
quickly became a well-known and commercially successful author—thanks in part 
tothe post-war baby boom. H ewas popular with parents, kids, and critics alike. First 
came (1950) and (1953). 

Next came (1954), which was the first of Geisa’s politically 
oriented children’s books, written during the McCarthy era. 

Howthe 
Grinch StoleChristmas. 
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T
errence Malick,  the 
wandering auteur,  has 
directed only five features 
in the thirty-eight years 
since he scored a major 
critical success with his 1973 
debut film, Badlands, an 

artistic road movie starring Martin Sheen 
and Sissy Spacek as natural-born killers 
on a spree. His second picture, Days of 
Heaven (1978), is an elliptical romance; 
his third, The Thin Red Line (1998), is a 
philosophical war picture; and his fourth, 
The New World (2005), is a Wagnerian 
retelling of the Pocahontas story. Each 
is experimental and unorthodox—
enough so to forestall profits at the box 
office—and each opens intriguing, new 
perspectives on the nature, purpose, and 
possibilities of cinema itself.

The Tree of Life continues this 
trajectory in fascinating ways, ex- 
tending Malick’s lifelong project of 
blending film and philosophy into areas 
of autobiography and religion. On one 
level it’s a domestic drama and coming-
of-age tale, centering on a boy named 
Jack who’s entering adolescence in 
Waco, Texas, in the 1950s, the place and 
time of Malick’s early years. On a deeper 
level, it’s a study of grief and loss, tracing 
the effect of an untimely death on Jack’s 
family and on his own still-forming 
sensibility. And ultimately it’s a tale of 
salvation and redemption, with a story 
that moves from the earthly plane to the 
heavenly one in emphatically religious 
terms. It’s a movie of great intellectual 
ambition, weaving a not-quite-seamless 
web of images, sounds, and meanings 

that stretches from the beginning of the 
world to the end of days.

With all this going on, The Tree of 
Life is not an easy movie to describe. 
First comes an impressionistic prologue, 
with diverse images accompanied by the 
disembodied voiceovers that Malick uses 
in every film; here they introduce the 
themes of love and death, and suggest 
that every individual must choose 
between “the way of nature” and “the way 
of grace” as the correct path to follow in 
life. This prelude leads to the film’s loosely 
strung story, which begins when Mr. 
and Mrs. O’Brien (Brad Pitt and Jessica 
Chastain) receive news of a loved one’s 
death. Extended flashbacks then show 
the early days of their marriage and the 
births of their children, including Jack 
(Hunter McCracken), who becomes the 
movie’s main character. Other sequences 
place the O’Brien story into the sweeping 

contexts of the material cosmos that 
contains humankind and the spiritual 
destiny that awaits us.

The film’s long middle portion cen-
ters on Jack in early adolescence, showing 
his everyday life and etching his relation-
ships with his warm, easygoing mother 
and his stern, sometimes belligerent  
father. Malick sees Jack’s development 
in classically oedipal terms: he’s attached 
to his mom and hostile toward his dad, 
and his tensions are resolved when he  
realizes that his father is very much like 
he is, flawed and frustrated but trying 
hard to do the best he can. Circumstances 
outside the home also test the family’s 
resilience, especially when one of Jack’s 
brothers drowns in a sudden accident. 
Near the end of the film it becomes clear 
that the story is unfolding in Jack’s mind 
many years later, when he has become a 
successful professional coping with an-
other family death that brings memories 
of these bygone events flooding into his 
mind and heart, along with intimations 
of a higher power that has played an  
elusive yet decisive role in his life.

The Tree of Life is stunningly ef-
fective in its family sequences, vividly 
capturing the sights, the sounds, and the 
very feel of what it’s like to be a growing 
boy in a typical American household of 
the 1950s. I’ve seen more coming-of-age 
movies than I can count, and I remember 
few scenes as evocative as the moment 
when Jack slightly injures his brother, 
then apologizes in ways so delicate and 
understated that they’re hard for an 
outsider to fathom; or when Jack and 
another boy have a whole conversation 

 [FILM]

From the Beginning of Time to the End of Days
THE TREE OF LIFE  
Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2011

Review by David Sterritt



32  T i k k u n 	 w w w . t i k k u n . o r g � F a l l  2 0 1 1

culture

while running down a back road at top 
speed; or when Jack and his friends 
stand on homemade stilts that symbol-
ize their dim awareness of humanity’s 
special place in the world; or when Jack 
steals a piece of lingerie from a neigh-
boring home, then feels overcome by a 
mysterious mixture of fear and desire. 
The screenplay is less important here 
than the breathless cinematography and 
razor-sharp editing, which blend fleet-
ing and ephemeral aspects of childhood 
with the timeless and enduring under-
tones of day-to-day existence. The film is 
equally authentic in its depiction of the 
lower-middle-class suburb where Jack’s 
family lives, portraying the environment 
not as shabby or run-down but as average 
and ordinary, which is surely how it’s seen 
by the people who live there.

Although the fragmented struc-
ture and breathless visual pace of the  
family scenes have puzzled some movie-
goers, they fall into elegant patterns once 
you accept Malick’s approach, which is 
poetic and allusive rather than linear 
and commonsensical. The sequences 
surrounding the story are another mat-
ter, and as brilliant as I find The Tree of 
Life as a whole, I don’t think Malick got 
the cosmic episodes quite under control 
during his three long years of editing the 
film. The problem lies not in their sensory 
impact, which approaches sublimity at 
times, but in the way they’re stitched 
together. Malick evokes the creation of 
the world (or maybe it’s the universe) via 
cataclysmic collisions between bits of 
space-borne rock and strands of nucleic 
acid, attended by planetary alignments 
that recall Stanley Kubrick’s masterpiece 
2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Then he 
leaps to the age of dinosaurs (created 
with computers, a technique Malick nor-
mally avoids) and leaps again to the age 
of humans, omitting eons of evolution 
along the way. These quantum jumps 
are elliptical in the extreme, but we get 
the general idea—the immense and the 
infinitesimal have equal value in God’s 
omniscient mind—and Malick’s combi-
nations of luminous imagery and soul-
stirring music pack a majestic wallop 
at even the most mystifying moments. 

I only wish they added up to a coherent 
creation myth rather than a disjunctive 
series of cinematic feats.

The film’s religious visions are more 
perplexing. The Tree of Life opens with a 
quotation from the Book of Job, where 
God asks: “Where were you when I laid 
the foundations of the earth … when the 
morning stars sang together?” In addi-
tion to its resonance in Job’s story, the 
word picture of harmoniously singing 
stars connects powerfully and movingly 
with the concept of “shining” that Malick 
adopted years ago from the writing of 
Martin Heidegger, whose philosophy he 
taught and translated as a young scholar 
in the 1960s. Heidegger’s influence is 
especially strong in Malick’s earlier film 
The Thin Red Line, where a character 
says in voiceover, “Darkness and light, 
strife and love, are they the workings 
of one mind? The features of the same 
face? Oh, my soul … look out through 
my eyes. Look at the things you made, all 
things shining.” The lesson Jack finally 
learns in The Tree of Life is that all things 
are indeed shining—with God-given 
grace and glory—even when human  
experience seems to be at its most  
dismal, dark, and distressing.

This gives the film an inspiring 
message, and Malick underscores it 
by imagining the characters in heaven 
at the end, all alive and loving one 
another in God’s eternal kingdom. The 
odd thing is that Malick depicts this via 
old-fashioned clichés—glowing skies, 
rippling water, blissful faces, hugs and 
embraces everywhere you look—that 
may be meant as a ringing affirmation 
of religious tradition but comes off as 
more hackneyed and naive than many 
spiritual progressives, much less the 
secular humanists among us, will feel 
comfortable with. This problem is 
exacerbated by Malick’s tepid depiction 
of suffering; in a film that evokes the 
tribulations of Job, it’s strange to find 
characters who hardly seem to age, who 
give birth without exertion or pain, and 
who die sudden deaths with no dread or 
agony involved. This makes for soothing 
cinema, but as theology it’s facile and 
simplistic.

These reservations notwithstand-
ing, I want to say again that The Tree of 
Life is a brilliant achievement in almost 
all respects, bringing the eternal and 
the everyday, the macrocosmic and the 
microscopic, and the physical and the 
metaphysical into graceful convergences 
that are awesome to behold. Malick has 
shown great courage, moreover, in or-
ganizing such a vast and personal film 
around theological ideas at a time when 
Hollywood’s idea of religious cinema is 
limited to propaganda screeds like The 
Passion of the Christ (2004) and super-
stitious fantasies like The Da Vinci Code 
(2006). He is the one true visionary in 
American feature films today, and his 
breathtaking new movie makes up for 
its theological deficiencies with tower-
ing waves of ingenuity, originality, and 
cinematic splendor. n	

David Sterritt, film critic for Tikkun, has 
written about Terrence Malick in Film Quar-
terly, Cineaste, Undercurrent, and elsewhere, 
and wrote the booklet essay for The Criterion 
Collection’s release of  The Thin Red Line. 
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The Work of Healing
BEAUTIFUL UNBROKEN: ONE NURSE’S LIFE
by Mary Jane Nealon
Graywolf, 2011
 
Review by Kathryn Rhett

E
udora Welty wrote: “The 
events in our lives hap-
pen in a sequence in time, 
but in their significance to 
ourselves they find their 
own order, a timetable not 
necessarily—perhaps not 

possibly—chronological. The time as we 
know it subjectively is often the chro-
nology that stories and novels follow: it 
is the continuous thread of revelation.” 

Mary Jane Nealon’s gorgeous mem-
oir works along that revelatory thread, 
examining the physical and metaphysi-
cal life of a person who became both a 
nurse and a writer. 
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“As far back as I can remember,” 
Nealon begins, “I wanted to be a nurse or a 
saint. I wanted to be heroic.” The fact that 
nurses and saints were her two models 
for heroism bespeaks her upbringing in 
a modest Catholic household in Jersey 
City, as well as her youthful hagiographic 
reading about Kateri Tekakwitha (an 
Indian healer), Clara Barton (founder 
of the American Red Cross), and Molly 
Pitcher (comforter of Revolutionary 
War soldiers). Nealon, a middle child 
born to a policeman and a homemaker, 
dreamed of college but acceded to a 
less expensive education at the nursing 
school four blocks from home. The loss 
of her younger brother to cancer made 
her a fellow sufferer as well as a healer:

The year after my brother died I 
tried to stay in the sphere of the 
living, but at the cancer hospital, 
young boys kept lining up in the 
hall. And I was so good with them. 
I could help them talk about their 
fears and I was such a comfort to the 
mothers, and even when I watched 
the fathers go back down the hall to 
the bar or their office I understood 
and made a bubble of understand-
ing and forgiveness around my host 
families of death. Outside the hospi-
tal I dove into extravagance. I took 
poetry workshops at the Ninety-
second Street Y, where I met strong 
women in their thirties and a hand-
some man I slept with and a tall 
black dancer who would become 
my first gay friend. I took private 
Latin disco lessons and wore wild 
floral dresses, and went dancing at 
Cachaça, a Brazilian club, and met 
men from the Brazilian bank. When 
I wasn’t at the bedside of a dying 
boy I was exploding barefoot in the 
samba club with gray velvet couches. 
I called my parents once a week, on 
Sundays, and made excuses for stay-
ing in the city. One night the man 
from my poetry class called me in 
the middle of the night to talk about 
feeding me asparagus and making 
love in a Pakistani wedding tent. 
Language was a cave I was dancing 

into, a small light and arch of happi-
ness. The boys who were dying hung 
all around me like bats. 

Nealon brings a passionate poetic 
sensibility to her story of loss and be-
coming. Her startling metaphors bring 
light, insight, and transcendence to a 
narrative grounded in the gritty real.

Never sanctimonious, the memoir 
is rich with humor and earthbound 
experience. A traveling nurse for a time, 
who took temporary assignments in 
Hawaii, New Mexico, and Savannah, 
Nealon remarks: “There were always 
men who wanted to date the traveling 
nurses. Formula for love: be leaving 
town in three months.” A coming-of-
age memoir, too, the narrative thrums 
with youthful restlessness and the joy 
of discovery. The body is present for 
this narrator in every way; the memoir 
includes and embraces all of the messy 
and sacred physicality of being human. 

Each part of the book’s triptych 
structure illuminates the others. The 
memoir begins in one particular family’s 
house and neighborhood and then 
widens as it goes, the narrator becoming 
a seeker in the world. “Everyone’s 
clotheslines criss-crossed,” Nealon 
writes in the first part. “Mr. Cleary’s roses 
were big white and yellow bombs on the 
fence.” Her brother Johnny became ill as 
a teenager, and, as with so many family 
tragedies, the misfortune was attended 
by guilt: Johnny hid his early symptoms 
and no one noticed. During what would 
be his last months, Nealon left home for 
Virginia to begin her life as a nurse. (By 
contrast, her father took early retirement 
from police work, her mother cried every 
morning, and her sister stuck around 
to help.) Nealon’s guilt over leaving 
affected her profoundly, growing rather 
than lessening with time, propelling her 
a continent away from her family.

The middle of the book traces 
Nealon’s attempted escape from grief 
into faraway nursing jobs, sensory plea-
sure and oblivion, and poetry. As an 
insider’s guide to the life of a nurse, the 
memoir brings the reader along with 
Nealon as she learns that “many times 

there was nothing to say, that some-
times just not turning away from people 
was the best way to care for them.” Her 
riveting stories of patients’ illnesses and 
injuries give the memoir an atmosphere 
of frailty in which carpe diem would be 
the only logical attitude. The nursing 
stories also act as testimony, honoring 
the suffering of patients and recording 
that someone saw, noticed, and admired 
them. “I loved the gift of being with 
someone as she transcended suffering,” 
Nealon writes. “Of helping her in small 
ways: turning her in the bed, or placing a 
blanket over her legs.” After death, after 
“the release of the person’s hold on the 
body,” she writes, “The room to me then 
is as blessed as any church.” 

In its third part, the memoir under-
goes a beautiful transformation, from 
one kind of story about a lost boy to  
another kind of story about lost boys.  

Unlike many memoirs whose begin-
nings and middles are stronger than 
their ends, Beautiful Unbroken grows 
progressively richer and more profound 
as Nealon recounts her work in the early 
years of the AIDS crisis. The scale and 
context of loss grow, and Nealon brings 
us the story of men who were dying of a 
mystifying disease without a cure. The 
memoir made me remember those years 
when AIDS was a definite and often 



very human part of nursing that is 
one person’s relationship to another. 
Poetry also becomes the new religion; 
language acts as solace for both narrator 
and reader, leavening through illumi- 
nation. “I lived in medicine and poetry, 
and they were not enemies at all,” 
Nealon writes. “They celebrated the 
synchronicity of discovery and hope, 
of desire and knowledge. I knew there 
were people all over the world who lived 
without poetry, but I didn’t know how.”

From a graceful riff on the month 
of September (“Month of apples and 
hurricanes”) to surprising knowledge 
(in a dying person, “It is the hands and 
feet and eyes that go last”), the memoir 
gives readers much to savor and 
contemplate. Beautiful Unbroken is 
compelling, inventive, and whole, its 
language and connections resonating 
long after the book is done. n	 	

Kathryn Rhett is the author of the memoir 
Near Breathing and editor of  Survival Stories: 
Memoirs of Crisis. She teaches writing at 
Gettysburg College and in an MFA program 
at Queens University of Charlotte. Her work 
is forthcoming in Harvard Review.

Sword and Plow-
share in Jewish 
Thought
THE PEACE AND VIOLENCE OF JUDAISM
by Robert Eisen
Oxford University Press, 2011

Review by Arthur Waskow 

R
obert Eisen is a professor 
of religion and Judaic stud-
ies at George Washington 
University. His book seems 
to promise a full scholarly 
account of Jewish thought 
on peace and violence, from 

ancient Torah to contemporary Israel.
The book is written as a series of 

dialogues between two voices: one that 

believes Judaism accepts and affirms 
the use of violence, and one that believes 
Judaism much more strongly seeks and 
urges peace. Each section of the book—
which is chronologically arranged—
presents the arguments for one voice 
and then the other. To assure the reader 
that for most of the book he is not taking 
sides between these voices, Eisen begins 
the biblical section with the voice that 
promotes violence; the rabbinic section 
with the voice that promotes peace; and 
so on, back and forth, for the rest of the 
book. (The remaining sections are on 
medieval Jewish philosophy, Kabbalah, 
and modern Zionism.)

This pattern is useful but could be 
a lot more useful, were it not for two 
baffling failings in this review of the 
multimillennial literature.

The first is that nowhere in the 
book’s fifty pages on the Bible is there 
any reference to the midwives Shifra and 
Puah, who use nonviolent civil disobe-
dience to resist Pharaoh’s command to 
kill Israelite boy babies; or to the refusal 
of King Saul’s own bodyguards to obey 
his order to kill the priests of Nov for 
sheltering David and his guerrilla band 
when they were fleeing Saul’s army; 
or to Daniel’s nonviolent resistance to 
Nebuchadnezzar; or to the passage in 
Deuteronomy that forbids an Israelite 
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rapid death sentence, and I thought 
of the “last suppers” I attended in San 
Francisco for men who were sharing 
their last meal out with friends before 
succumbing to home or hospice. Nursing 
has changed along with medicine in the 
centuries since Molly Pitcher mopped 
soldiers’ brows, but in this particular 
circumstance, Nealon’s most important 
gift was her intuitive, empathetic touch. 
The heroic nurses she had admired as 
a child were ultimately the perfect role 
models, people who expressed compas-
sion rather than fear when faced with 
suffering. 

What matters in this memoir, what 
is urgent and fierce, is the intense exami-
nation of how one grieves and changes. 
The memoir is a record of the world 
working a change in Nealon and form-
ing her into who she would become. 
Patients teach her the importance of 
family. Artists teach her how to become 
obsessed with a subject and how to start 
over when something fails.

It’s an ennobling portrait of a 
nurse. And I say that from the per-
spective of someone inculcated with 
the socioeconomically snobbish view 
that doctor, not nurse, would be the  
profession to aim for. Or maybe I say 
that from the gender-biased view that 
as a woman coming of age in the 1970s,  
one aimed for doctor over nurse, the  
apparent equivalent to boss instead of 
secretary, lawyer instead of paralegal. 
But this memoir casts nurses as the 
people closest to those they care for, 
who not only give relief and dignity to 
patients, but learn from patients and  
are privileged to share an intimate con-
nection with them. Describing the day 
she met a young man dying of AIDS, 
Nealon writes, “So I sat in the rocker, 
and I instinctively took his hand, and in 
the way it always is with the dying, he ex-
pressed no hesitation or shyness and he 
gave his own hand over to me.” 

While the memoir is a confession 
and expression of repentance, it is also a 
quest for a new religion after the one she 
was raised with, Catholicism, failed her. 
The new religion is alleviating suffering 
in her role as a nurse, especially the 



Judaism only in its section on modern 
Zionism. Here it presents both the 
peaceable and warlike faces of the Zionist 
movement before and since the creation 
of Israel. Separately from his evenhanded 
discussion of more violence-ready and 
more peace-oriented Zionisms (devoting 
considerable space to both Martin Buber 
and Meir Kahane), the author makes it 
clear that his sympathies lie with those 
contemporary Zionists who seek to 
make peace with the Palestinian people 
through a two-state settlement. Yet he 
does not mention Rabbi Arik Ascherman 
or Rabbis for Human Rights, exemplars 
in our own generation of conscious 
devotion to nonviolence in the name of 
God and Torah.

Perhaps even more surprising, the 
reader looks in vain for any examination 
of warlike and peaceful Jewish ideolo-
gies in the twentieth-century Diaspora. 
Nowhere is there a discussion of the al-
most entirely nonviolent tactics used by 
the movement to free Soviet Jewry.

Nowhere do the names appear 
of any of the leaders in the American 

Jewish community who have struggled 
for peace and appealed to Judaism as 
the root of their commitment: Rabbis 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, Everett 
Gendler, Arthur Lelyveld, Michael 
Lerner, David Saperstein, and Sheila 
Weinberg; or Bella Abzug, Letty Cottin 
Pogrebin, Murray Polner, the Jewish 
Peace Fellowship, the Shalom Center, 
and Tikkun magazine.

And nowhere do the names appear 
of those American Jews and Jewish in-
stitutions that strongly supported the 
American wars against Vietnam and 
Iraq: Norman Podhoretz, Irving Kristol, 
Elliott Abrams, Douglas Feith, and other 
so-called neoconservatives often cen-
tered in Commentary magazine.

Eisen acknowledges that he is leav-
ing aside all the Diaspora expressions 
of Judaism during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. He explains this 
by saying, “Zionism is such a focal point 
of recent discussion about the issues of 
peace and violence in Judaism that it 
dwarfs all other modern manifestations 
of Judaism.” Considering the size and 
political power of the American Jewish 
community during the second half of 
the twentieth century and during the 
twenty-first century, and its influence on 
American policies of war or peace dur-
ing that time, omitting that whole his-
tory seems astonishing.

By far the largest number of citations 
in Eisen’s bibliography are to scholars 
who have studied Judaism. With the 
caveats noted above, the book can be 
a useful jumping-off place for other 
scholars to examine peace and violence 
in the history of Judaism. It will be 
much less useful for those Jews who are 
struggling to shape a Judaism that can 
shape the future into a world that will 
be, as Eisen says in his dedication of the 
book to his children, “more peaceful than 
the one [they] have inherited.” n	 	

Rabbi Arthur Waskow is director of the Shalom 
Center (theshalomcenter.org); author of The 
Limits of Defense, From Race Riot to Sit-in, and 
Godwrestling—Round 2; and co-author of  Free-
dom Journeys: The Tale of Exodus and Wilder-
ness across Millennia (Jewish Lights, 2011).
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King from amassing “horses”—that is, 
the cavalry necessary for an aggressive 
imperial war; or to the many outcries 
from many prophets against the warlike 
behavior of Israelite and Judean kings. 

These blind spots accord with Eisen’s 
assertion that “wars have always been 
a primary mover of world events, and 
therefore violence has shaped world 
history in a way that peace movements 
have not.” The well-attested history of 
the nonviolent and politically successful 
“secession” of the plebs from Rome in 
reshaping the Roman governmental 
system is only one example of many 
occasions when strikes, boycotts, sit-
downs, and other uses of assertive 
nonviolence have in fact changed world 
history, even before the twentieth-
century nonviolent movements in India, 
the American South, East Germany, the 
Soviet Union, and the Philippines. The 
work of Gene Sharp should have been 
enough to prevent any scholar from 
making such a mistake.

Perhaps even more important, 
the book addresses twentieth-century 
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but that he chose a less philosophically re-
sponsible approach in his attempts to cap-
ture the commanding nature of religious 
experience. To be sure, Gillman celebrates 
Heschel as a premier phenomenologist of 
religious experience, but he regrets some 
of the choices that Heschel made as a 
philosopher. 

It is not difficult to find the source of 
Gillman’s dissatisfaction with Heschel. 
Gillman, more traditionally modern in 
his philosophical sensibilities, is unwill-
ing to follow Heschel’s decentering of 
the self by a God that cannot be proven 
but only experienced. While Gillman 
often uses terms adopted from Heschel, 
his emphasis (evident in his book Sacred 
Fragments: Recovering Theology for the 
Modern Jew) is that “all of our human 
thinking and speaking about God  
uses our familiar human experience  
in a metaphorical way.” For Gillman, 
Heschel’s attempt to elucidate religious 
experience, to make people aware of 
more than they can “know” is simply 
an exercise in metaphorical language 
that is, to be sure, inspiring. However, 
it is ultimately more philosophically re-
sponsible to remain within the limits 

of human reason and mod-
ern sensibilities when talking  
about God. In short, to the 
degree Heschel lives on in 
Gillman’s work, it is as a colorful 
but  inadequately rigorous phi- 
losophy of religion.Ultimately, 
where Heschel wants to change 
modern sensibilities in the direc-
tion of his theocentric Judaism, 
Gillman seeks to adapt Judaism 
to modern sensibilities. 

I n  s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  t o  
Gillman, David Novak finds 
theocentrism to be the most 
o u t s t a n d i n g  f e a t u r e  o f  
Heschel’s work. Novak, who 
began in the Conservative  
tradition but who has shifted  
to what he now terms “Tra-
ditionalist” Judaism, eagerly  
embraces Heschel’s theocen-
trism and his call to disrupt 
modern sensibilities. Indeed, 
Novak moves further to the 
right (at least theologically) 

than Heschel, but he appropriates his 
theocentrism while stripping it of its 
iconoclasm. That is, Novak uses Heschel’s 
theocentrism as a method more than he 
follows its substance. He uses theocen-
trism as a bridge to Jewish traditionalism 
and a means for rejecting modern Jew-
ish thought, from Baruch Spinoza and 
Moses Mendelssohn through Hermann 
Cohen. As Novak sees it, modern Jewish 
thought, primarily in its liberal cast, pro-
ceeds philosophically out of human rea-
son and experience. According to Novak’s 
arguments in The Election of Israel: The 
Idea of the Chosen People, this approach 
is fundamentally wrongheaded, in that 
“Torah can never and, therefore, must 
never be justified by the world or anything 
in it.” In other words, it is not reason that 
justifies revelation; revelation has valid-
ity in and of itself. Reason can help elu-
cidate revelation but it does not possess  
equal worth.

Novak’s theology is anti-philosophical 
in its nature, whereas Heschel is more 
ambiguous on this matter. Novak, 
like Heschel, is quite learned in phi-
losophy but he rejects its ultimate and  
independent validity. Heschel, how-
ever, continually engages with philoso-
phy, trying to subvert its assumptions, 
to turn conventional thinking on its 
head by exposing it to categories that are 
fundamentally incommensurable with 
its very nature. In a fascinating auto-
biographical statement about his time 
as a young man studying in Germany, 
Heschel explains that to his profes-
sors, who “spoke of God from the point 
of view of man,” the questions that con-
cerned him “could not even be phrased 
in categories of their thinking.”

Heschel challenges modern philoso-
phy, trying to expose Western think-
ing to a religiosity that it has only tried 
to debunk but never taken seriously 
in its own terms. Novak, on the other 
hand, finds in Heschel a resource for  
rejecting, rather than engaging, the  
“secularism” of modernity in favor of 
revelation and the authority of tradi-
tion. And like Heschel, Novak also seeks 
to reach out to Christians, but more on 
what is shared or overlapping in tradi-
tion and text, rather than on “the level of 

his theological works as significant 
influences on their own work. However, 
certain elements have been absorbed 
more than others. Among contemporary 
theologians we see that the distinct 
vision Heschel brought to life has been 
refracted through different lenses: 
conservative traditionalism, new age 
spirituality, and naturalism. 

Critics and Admirers  
of Heschel’s Theocentrism
Of course, Heschel’s theology has� 
not been �universally celebrated.� For exam-
ple, Neil Gillman has expressed discomfort 
with Heschel’s theocentrism. In his essay 
“Epistemological Tensions in Heschel’s 
Thought” in Conservative Judaism, 
Gillman argued that this theocentrism is 
tantamount to “the notion that our experi-
ence of God is self-verifying.” Such a view, 
Gillman added, does violence to reason 
and invites fanaticism (although he does 
not charge Heschel with this personally). 
Gillman thinks Heschel had other more 
philosophically sound options open to him 

(continued from page 14)
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profoundly rooted in traditional Judaism. 
This is a path that both Green and Lerner 
do not, and perhaps cannot, follow. Even 
Novak, a traditionalist, is much more 
self-consciously rooted in the Jewish  
tradition than Heschel, who seemed to just  
embody it.

Heschel’s background is singular, 
whereas Novak, Green, and Lerner are 
children of a later generation for whom 
new-age spirituality, science, religious 
pluralism, and self-consciousness of 
one’s own beliefs in a world of social frag-
mentation are foregrounded. If Novak 
embraces a traditionalism to overcome 
and/or elide the fragmentation of mo-
dernity, Green and Lerner are more dis-
posed to incorporate different voices and 
traditions in their visions of Judaism. 

Green, whose religiosity is much more 
self-consciously modern than Heschel’s, 
thinks that religious thought cannot 
avoid the scientific developments that 
have transformed our understandings 
of ourselves. Green’s vision of Judaism 
begins with universal concerns, which 
by virtue of their universality involve 
Judaism. This allows him to relativize 
Judaism, like all traditions, in the grander 
narrative of science. It is in the grandeur 
of science that Green seeks to renew 
and replenish Judaism, to formulate an 
account of Judaism compatible with our 
contemporary pluralistic and scientific 
sensibilities. As Green writes in Radical 
Judaism:

As a religious person I believe 
that the evolution of species is the 
greatest sacred drama of all time…. 
It dwarfs all the other narratives, 
memories, and images that so pre-
occupy the mind of religious tradi-
tions, including our own.

Jews, Christians, and Muslims, Green 
charges, have been “overinvolved” with 
their “own particular stories” and have 
neglected the “infinitely bigger” story that 
they all share. “How did we get here, we 
humans, and where are we going?” To be 
sure, Green emphasizes that “God is not 
an intellectual proposition” but rather 
“the ground of life itself.” Green turns to a 
mixture of new-age spirituality, Kabbalah, 

inextricably bound up with the call for 
prophetic activism, it is an understatement 
to regard his work as a mere footnote or 
update to Heschel’s. Indeed, like Green, 
Lerner embraces a naturalistic language 
instead of Heschel’s personalist theology 
and pathos-laden language. Echoing 
Mordecai Kaplan but with language 
infused with kabbalistic references, 
Lerner’s God is “the Force that makes 
possible healing and transformation.” For 
Lerner, God is that which ensures that the 
way the world is now is not how it must 
be; God ensures that there can be change 
and improvement. Like Green, he too has 
recourse to the theological category of 
panentheism. Or as he puts it in Jewish 
Renewal:

God is the totality of all Being and 
all existence that ever was, is, or 
will be, and more than that. At any 
given moment we are part of God 
and God is part of us, but we are 
not all that there is to God, nor is 
God simply the sum of all physi-
cally existing things in the infinite 
universe, though that is also part 
of God, just as a given moment of 
our conscious experience is a part 
of who we are at that moment, 
though not all of who we are at that 
moment and certainly not all of 
who we are in our totality.

To be sure, both Green and Lerner are 
keen to take from Heschel an insistence 
on the role of awe and the ineffable, the 
reality and power of that which can-
not be put into words. However, they 
avoid Heschel’s personalist God, prefer-
ring a notion of God refracted through 
Kabbalism mingled with science and/or 
psychoanalysis. 

There is no question that part of the 
power of Heschel’s work, aside from its 
profundity and the rightly celebrated 
prose in which his ideas come to expres-
sion, is the fact that Heschel is both a 
traditionalist and a radical. The tenor of 
writing is often quite traditionalist, even 
as it challenges and subverts traditional-
ism. Despite the breadth of his learning, 
Heschel speaks to a universal audience 
from the standpoint of one thickly and 

fear and trembling, of humility and con-
trition, where our individual moments of 
faith are mere waves in the endless ocean 
of mankind’s reaching out for God, 
where all formulations and articulations  
appear as understatements.” While 
Novak values Heschel’s critique of secu-
larism, he does not share Heschel’s critical  
distance from the authority of religious 
tradition—at least as a fixed and es-
tablished form. While Novak follows 
Heschel in challenging the secular  
assumptions of modernity, he does 
not follow him in also challenging the  
assumptions of religious authority and 
tradition.

Heschel’s Dissent Undergirds Efforts 
to Renew American Judaism
Other students of Heschel embrace� 
his dissenting� side—his attempt to re-
formulate Judaism and his emphasis on  
social justice. Perhaps the two most nota-
ble students who appropriate this element 
of Heschel’s thought are Arthur Green 
and Michael Lerner. However, neither 
Green nor Lerner retains the personal 
God of Heschel’s theocentrism, though 
they do not abandon theocentrism alto-
gether. Green, who frames his recent book 
Radical Judaism as an answer to Heschel, 
explains his theological differences from 
Heschel in terms of sensibility. Green 
writes, “I do not have Heschel’s ability to 
speak unself-consciously the personalist 
and pathos-laden religious language of 
the biblical prophet.” According to Green, 
where Heschel offers a “personalist”  
theology with “mystical overtones,” he 
offers instead a “mystical-panentheist”  
theology that uses “personalist metaphors.” 
In other words, Green cannot embrace a 
personal God and instead turns to science 
and mysticism to formulate a notion of 
God that is nonpersonal, one which both 
permeates and transcends the world. 

Michael Lerner, like Green, claims 
deep affiliation with Heschel. Indeed, 
about his own book Jewish Renewal, 
Lerner writes, “So much of what I say 
in this book derives from [Heschel’s] 
insights that in some ways I see this 
whole book as a footnote and update to 
his thinking.” However, while Lerner 
shares Heschel’s insistence that God is 
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and science to explain how a nonpersonal 
ground of life can still have existential 
relevance for individuals, seizing us in 
moments of “radical amazement” (a term 
he consciously borrows from Heschel). He 
explores the resources that this “ground 
of life” can contribute to the renewal of 
Judaism in an age of ecological disaster, 
one where the sensibilities of most 
privilege science. 

However, whereas Heschel unself-
consciously reinterprets and derives 
meaning from Jewish tradition, Green 
is clear that while he finds the “dogmatic 
truth claims of tradition” unconvincing, 
the “richness” of the tradition’s language 
and symbols continue to hold power. 
That is, where Heschel proceeds from the 
particular, the Jewish tradition, to mat-
ters of universal concern, whether they 
be God, justice, war, or whatever, Green 
moves from the universal, the big bang 
and evolution, to the particular, Judaism. 
Indeed, where Heschel challenges the 
secular assumptions of Western moder-
nity with old-world Hasidic sensibilities, 
Green explains, “I understand the task 
of the theologian to be one of reframing, 
accepting the accounts of origins and 
natural history offered by the scientific 
consensus, but helping us to view them 
in a different way, one that might guide 
us toward a more profound appreciation 
of that same reality.” Green offers a pro-
foundly different vision from Heschel, 
even as he remains in dialogue with him. 

Lerner is very close to Heschel in the 
inextricable link between God, Judaism, 
and social justice. However, where 
Heschel grounds his vision for renewing 
society in traditional Jewish spirituality, 
in a sensibility at odds with, or one that 
has been largely lost in, Western mo-
dernity, Lerner finds both Judaism and 
society in need of renewal. For Lerner, 
Judaism is itself is a universal teaching or 
way of thinking, or as he puts it in Jewish 
Renewal, “a metaphysics of healing and 
transformation.” That is, Judaism is not 
simply a culture, ethnicity, and set of reli-
gious teachings and practices, but rather 
a way of viewing the world rooted in tik-
kun olam, healing the world. To live on 
earth means to be mired in partial truths 
and misunderstandings in which we 

misrepresent, and are misrepresented 
by, others. That is, as long as we are liv-
ing, we and our fellow human beings are 
caught in the mire of misunderstanding, 
the distortion of failed or inadequate rec-
ognition. Judaism in its normative sense 
(as opposed to its empirical and all too 
human sense, which is itself filled with 
such distortions) represents the belief 
that this state of imperfection and mis-
recognition is not final and that “God is 
the Force in the universe that makes pos-
sible this process of recognition.”

Like Heschel, Lerner makes use of the 
notion of imago dei (the human being 
as the image of God), arguing that “part 
of what is recognized is the God within 
each of us (namely, the way that we are 
created in the image of God and hence 
equally worthy of respect and love).” 
Indeed, God’s presence becomes mani-
fest in this process of mutual recognition. 
Judaism is then both a particular reli-
gious tradition and a way of understand-
ing the world, “the metaphysics of social 
transformation.” Social transformation 
is rooted in the nature of the universe, its 
telos, or so Judaism teaches. Lerner fol-
lows Heschel in arguing that we are mor-
ally and religiously compelled to improve 
the world. However, Heschel believes 
this obligation is rooted in the will of a 
personal God outraged at injustice, while 
for Lerner this obligation derives more 
from a particular reading of tikkun olam, 
which he reads as Judaism’s essence—
that the universe can and should be other 
and better than it is presently. 

Green and Lerner attempt to fol-
low Heschel’s own attempts to renew 
American Judaism. Heschel’s spiritual 
writings, at once demanding and en-
couraging, call on the reader to cultivate 
her sensitivity for awe and amazement as 
well as charge the reader to change her 
life. By critiquing the Judaism taught in 
synagogues in the United States as empty 
and flat, filled with trivialities, Heschel 
hopes to bring Jews back to a Judaism 
filled with wonder and awe rather than 
banalities. This dimension is not lost on 
Green and Lerner.

Green agrees that Judaism needs to be 
revitalized, but his approach is different 
from Heschel’s. As Green sees it, our 

new intellectual horizons dictate a new 
approach to Jewish theology. In Radical 
Judaism he writes, “As postmoderns we 
cannot simply appropriate a premodern 
system and expect it to work for us, even 
if the terminology and metaphors are 
updated. We do not, and should not expect 
ourselves to, believe in the same way as 
our premodern forebears.” If science 
has forever changed our intellectual and 
cultural landscape, it is disingenuous to 
flee to dogmas and orthodoxies. Rather, 
he writes, we need to turn to the power of 
“myth and symbols” that can coexist with 
“our modern baggage.” We must forge 
new paths into deeper and untapped 
states of mind. Thus, as opposed to 
Heschel, who eschewed reducing religion 
to psychology and symbol, Green thinks 
that given the scientific realities facing 
us, such conclusions are inevitable.  
And once we embrace this, we can find 
our life surprisingly rich and spiritually 
fulfilling. 

Lerner’s opening chapter of Jewish 
Renewal incisively explores the spiritual 
bankruptcy of much of contemporary 
Judaism and indeed relates the critical 
role that Heschel played in Lerner’s own 
life, helping him discover “a Judaism  
that stood as a radical critique of what  
was claiming to be ‘official’ Judaism.” 
Lerner finds contemporary (empirical) 
Judaism ailing, but this is not simply  
a modern problem but rather a per-
petual one; Judaism is in constant need  
of renewal. If the true message of Ju- 
daism is “tikkun olam, the healing and  
transformation of the world,” there has  
always been the countermovement 
in every generation, in which, Lerner 
writes, “this insight has been muted, 
avoided, abandoned, or outright de-
nied by many people, including those 
people who claim to be the official 
priests, spokespeople, leaders, rabbis, 
teachers, or orthodox embodiments of 
Judaism.” To be sure, the situation is 
particularly grim in the United States 
due to American Judaism’s spiritual ste-
rility and authoritarianism. Lerner pro-
vides an overarching theory of Judaism,  
of Jewish Renewal, in order to critique 
contemporary Judaism and offer a  
more hopeful vision for the future.	   
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Time for a Scholarly Second Look?
Heschel’s thought brings together � 
a�  tremendous � array of seemingly  
contradictory tendencies. While atten-
dant to traditional Judaism, he does 
not ignore the challenges of moder-
nity; while a giant of rabbinical learn-
ing, he demands creative dissent in the 
name of tradition. At home in all walks 
of Judaism, tremendously learned in 
Talmud, and in Yiddishkeit generally, 
he was also fluent in philosophy and 
modern biblical criticism. His most sig-
nificant works were popular in nature, 
their prose beautiful and accessible, 
and yet their premises are surprisingly  
sophisticated and complex.

Where Heschel  dwelt  between 
Eastern European Hasidism and 
Western learning, his students are 
products of the West. From Novak’s 
self-conscious traditionalism to Green’s 
struggles to maintain intellectual 
integrity and spirituality and Lerner’s 
grounding of  Jewish ethics  in  a 
metaphysical order, we see the challenges 
of a later generation struggling to 
come to grips with the meaning of 
Judaism in a fragmented world where 
old authorities no longer hold. Even 
Gillman cannot refrain from frequent 
references to Heschel in his attempts 
to explain Judaism in modernity. For 
Novak, Green, and Lerner, despite 
their significant differences, Heschel’s 
thought represents not only a reservoir of 
learning to draw upon but the challenge 
and demand to renew an ailing Judaism 
in the face of a fragmented, pluralist 
society in which Jewish life and identity 
are fraught with tensions, and in a world 
where injustice—whether ecological, 
economic, or sociopolitical—continues 
to demand prophetic action. 

While Heschel’s thought lives on in 
the work of his students, it has by no 
means become outdated or irrelevant 
in our own time. Given Heschel’s own 
fearless and iconoclastic nature when it 
came to challenging authority, it is fit-
ting that his students struggle to adjust 
his vision to meet their own concerns. 
However, we must not conclude from 
this—and I believe his students would 
be the first to insist upon this—that 

heschel       / a r a b  awa k e n i n g

must choose either peace with Israel or 
peace with Hamas.” 

This is, of course, a false choice 
because peace with Israel is not on offer 
to the Palestinians on terms anywhere 
near minimally acceptable to even the 
most accommodating of them. It is also 
disingenuous, as Netanyahu knows 
peace cannot be attained with only part 
of the Palestinian people, a point he has 
often stressed himself in the past when it 
suited him.

We may soon see the pumping of 
new life and the attracting of a new 
generation into ossified Palestinian 
political agencies such as the PLO and its 
legislative body, the Palestinian National 
Council. These bodies had been allowed 
to atrophy after the Palestinian Authority 
took centre stage in May 1994 under 
the Oslo Accords, in the thwarted belief 
that statehood was just five years away. 
A reinvigorated PLO would embrace 
a much broader constituency than 
the Palestinian Authority by seeking 
to include Hamas and the diaspora 
Palestinians plus, potentially, Palestinian 
citizens of Israel.

In addition, a popular campaign of 
nonviolent civil disobedience may erupt in 
the occupied West Bank. The protests—
likely to be dubbed a third intifada—could 
take the form of mass demonstrations, 
marches, sit-ins, strikes, or other inno-
vative actions that may evolve through 
creative use of new social media. Settlers, 
settlements, and other symbols of the 
Occupation would probably be the princi-
pal targets of the protests. 

A Risky, Last-Ditch Strategy: Force  
Israel to Govern the West Bank? 
A volatile and desperate option of 
last resort might be for the Palestinian 
Authority to dissolve itself altogether 
and return the West Bank to direct 
Israeli rule. That would bring an end to 
the limited experiment of Palestinian 
autonomy, but the greater cost might 
be borne by Israel, if only because the 
Israeli state would then presumably 
have to finance all municipal and other 
services, including the security agencies, 
from its own coffers, for it is unlikely in 
such a circumstance that the EU and 

(continued from page 18)
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former Egyptian President Mubarak, 
and Hamas was similarly concerned by 
the turmoil facing its Syrian benefactor.

Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas also wanted to present 
an image of a united Palestinian front 
before seeking UN recognition. So on May 
4 an accord was signed to form an interim 
government of technocrats to prepare for 
new elections within a year. But by June 
the reconciliation had run into trouble—
largely because of a dispute over the post 
of interim prime minister—and further 
talks were postponed indefinitely, casting 
doubt over the long-term viability of the 
unity deal.

Meanwhile, Israeli Prime Minister 
Netanyahu tossed in his own lethal oar 
by declaring that President Abbas could 
not hope to forge a peace deal with Israel 
if he pursued a reconciliation accord 
with Hamas: “The Palestinian Authority 

Heschel’s work is of mere historical im-
portance, to help us better understand 
his students. While the work of his stu-
dents commands attention in its own 
right, it is by no means time to confine 
Heschel’s work to the dustbins of history. 
Indeed, while theologians demonstrate 
a clear appreciation for Heschel’s work, 
academic scholarship has been less re-
sponsive to it. In scholarly quarters, with 
certain exceptions, his work is too often 
buried under a mountain of praise or 
dismissed without being addressed with 
the rigor and care it deserves. Abraham 
Joshua Heschel: Essential Writings pro-
vides a fresh impetus for the scholarly 
community to explore this giant’s work 
anew, to plumb its range and depth, and 
to carefully elucidate its contours. Only 
then can we rethink many of the clichés 
that blunt the force and challenge of 
Heschel’s work. That theologians con-
tinue to take him seriously is notable; 
it is now time for the rest of us to also 
engage in such challenges. Heschel’s 
writings stretch us, demanding that we 
rethink how we live and conceive of our 
place in the world. n 
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other funding sources would continue 
with their munificence. Such a move 
could cause mayhem but, in despera-
tion, cannot be ruled out.

However, Israel’s capacity to retaliate 
in the form of unilateral annexations of 
some parts of the West Bank and uni-
lateral withdrawals from other parts 
should not be discounted. The annexed 
areas would, we may suppose, include all 
or most of the territory on which Israeli 
settlements have been built—although 
there may be some consolidation— 
together with the surrounding infra-
structure and modern road system. 

The annexed area might also incor-
porate the Jordan Valley, representing 
around 29 percent of the area of the West 
Bank and 47 percent of its total water re-
sources, which Israeli governments have 
often claimed as the state’s vital “secu-
rity border” to prevent armies or missiles 
from infiltrating the land from the east 
to attack Israel. The areas from which 
Israel pulls out—probably all or most of 
the heavily populated Palestinian cities—
might then be fenced off and left to their 
own fate, with or without a Palestinian 
Authority to govern them and represent 
their interests internationally. 

Should Israel move to take such uni-
lateral actions, it would no doubt invite 
instant condemnation by most of the 
world. It would be an advantage to the 
Palestinians in terms of international 
sympathy and support, but game, set, 
and maybe match to Israel in terms of 
creating new and possibly irreversible 
facts on the ground. For a few years at 
least, Israel might find itself increasingly 
isolated as the boycott, divestment, and 
sanctions movement extends its appeal 
globally and governments around the 
world vent ineffectual fury. For the fore-
seeable future, Israel would entrench 
itself as a pariah state and the Israeli 
people would be forced to live with the 
consequences. Jews around the world 
would not be immune to the effects ei-
ther. Even the pro-Israel sympathy of 
the U.S. government and people might 
steadily erode.

For their part, the Palestinians 
would have suffered a heavy—maybe 
mortal—blow in their quest for an 

independent state and the exercise of 
self-determination and might now find 
their other policy options to be extremely 
limited, too, apart from possibly enforced 
absorption back into the Jordanian state. 
Far from leading to their quiescence, 
this consequence could be a recipe for 
perpetual conflict with no winners. The 
only sure way to avoid such a disastrous 
outcome is to move swiftly toward the 
endgame based on two viable states.

Conditions for the Success 	  
of a Two-State Solution
If President Obama is, disappointingly, 
not ready, willing, and able to drive a 
bold two-state peace initiative himself, 
it is up to other leading members of the 
UN Security Council, preferably with the 
fulsome backing of the Arab League, to 
swiftly initiate a process to determine the 
shape of a final resolution—what it would 
broadly look like is not a mystery—and 
to fashion potent inducements, positive 
and negative, for the conflicting parties 
to meet their respective interim targets 
along a fixed timetable toward the final 
destination. 

As part of this process, and for it to 
succeed, a range of untenable positions 
held by the different parties would need 
to be vigorously challenged. Take a 
couple of examples:

After September, in the wake of the 
failure by Israel and the PLO to achieve 
a negotiated peace, some Western 
governments may contemplate engaging 
cautiously with Hamas. There is much 
to be said for this as Hamas, like Fatah, 
reflects a major Palestinian political 
current that cannot be wished away. 
However, the Islamic movement is likely 
to find its progress toward international 
legitimacy severely curtailed so long as it 
fails to openly purge its Covenant of its 
virulently anti-Semitic content, crudely 
reminiscent of the notorious Tsarist-
era forgery, The Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion, in blaming Jews for virtually 
all the ills of the world, currently and 
historically. 

Informally, some Hamas leaders 
credibly claim the Covenant to be 
largely dormant and outdated—in three 
separate places, for example, it refers to 

the “Communist East”—but even the 
most obliging Western governments and 
civil society groups may be hard-pressed 
to defend formal relations with a political 
faction that remains officially associated 
with the sort of imported racist bilge 
to which Christian Europe was once 
committed but from which post–World 
War II Europe has, in the main, avidly 
striven to distance itself. 

Calls for the eradication of the Israeli 
state and its predominantly Jewish 
character, however formulated, also need 
to be looked at critically by any party that 
is serious about ending the conflict. The 
rhetoric alone is enough to revive the 
Jewish fear of genocide, or minimally 
of discrimination and persecution, and 
meet with fierce resistance. In light of 
their history, it is hard to imagine Israeli 
Jews of almost any stripe voluntarily 
sacrificing their hard-won national 
independence to become a minority 
again in someone else’s land.

These are among the bullets that 
Hamas needs to bite if it is to be part 
of the solution. And if it is not part of 
the solution, probably there won’t be a 
solution.

A Sticking Point: Israel’s Demand for	
Recognition as a “Jewish State”
Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu 
has repeatedly claimed that there is no 
peace because the Palestinians refuse 
to recognize Israel “as a Jewish state.” 
But this explicit Israeli demand is a new 
requirement and is widely viewed by 
Palestinians as a deliberate raising of the 
bar in order to avoid doing a deal, so that 
the settlement-expansion program may 
continue unabated. Even if they were to 
accede to this demand, the Palestinian 
assumption is that a new obstacle would 
then be invented.

The same demand was not made of 
Egypt or Jordan when the peace treaties 
with these countries were negotiated, 
nor of the PLO itself when it recognized 
Israel under the Oslo Accords. Nor for 
that matter was it made of any other 
country, although it has always been un-
derstood to be implicit (and sufficient). 
The name “Israel” is itself something of 
a giveaway. 
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The situation could be compared 
with that of the former Soviet Union, 
which did not insist that other coun-
tries recognize it as a “communist state,” 
but this is what the title “Soviet Union” 
implied and everyone understood this. 
Had it insisted on explicit recognition as 
a communist state, it would have invited 
refusals. In common parlance, however, 
people used the terms “Soviet Union” and 
“communist state” interchangeably as 
they do today with Israel and the Jewish 
state, including in the Arab world. 

The Israeli government knows—or 
should know—that the Palestinians 
cannot explicitly accede to its new 
demand without appearing to legitimize 
all that happened to them in the past 
or what could happen to the million-
plus Palestinian citizens of Israel in the 
future. Maybe this is part of the Israeli 
intention, as to accept this formulation 
would be tantamount to the Palestinians 
acknowledging they are a defeated 
people. Yet the Israeli government and its 
international backers seem determined 
to cite this reluctance as evidence that 

the Palestinians—and the Arab world 
at large—still resolutely deny Israel’s 
right to exist and seek its destruction, 
even though the PLO has repeatedly 
affirmed this right (amazingly, in a way) 
since at least 1993, and the Arab Peace 
Initiative of 2002 calls for full peace 
and normalization of relations between 
Israel and all Arab states in exchange for 
Israeli withdrawal from the territories it 
captured in 1967.

It is important to understand that, 
despite the bellicose claims sometimes 
made, Palestinian animosity toward 
Israel stems primarily not from it being 
a Jewish state but from the huge dis-
ruption the creation of that state and 
its ongoing policies have inflicted on 
the lives, dignity, and destiny of the 
Palestinian people, including its right 
to self-determination. It would not 
have been profoundly different had the 
state in question not been Jewish but, 
say, Hindu, Buddhist, atheist, or even 
Muslim. 

In the heat of today’s arguments, what 
is often forgotten is that even asking 
other states to recognize Israel’s “right 
to exist” (let alone as “a Jewish state”) 
has in the past been seen as demeaning. 
Abba Eban, Israel’s formidable foreign 
minister from 1966 to 1974, wrote in 
November 1981: “Nobody does Israel any 
service by proclaiming its ‘right to exist.’ 
It is disturbing to find so many people 
well-disposed to Israel giving currency 
to this contemptuous formulation.” 
Menachem Begin, former leader of 
the same right-wing Likud party that 
Benjamin Netanyahu heads today, 
avowed to the Knesset in June 1977: “I 
wish to declare that the government of 
Israel will not ask any nation, be it near 
or far, mighty or small, to recognize our 
right to exist.” 

A formulation that was suggested to 
me some years ago by a leading Israeli 
constitutional lawyer would have Israel 
define itself as “a state of all its citizens, 
in which the Jewish people exercises its 
self-determination.” Such a formulation 
would have the advantage of not 
contradicting the “democratic” part of 
a “Jewish democratic state”; it may well 
be acceptable to the Palestinians who 

might be challenged to adopt, mutatis 
mutandis, a similar construct with 
regard to their own future state—thus 
ensuring that any settlers who choose to 
stay and accept Palestinian citizenship 
are accorded full rights—and would 
remove an entirely unnecessary obstacle 
to peacemaking.

So this is one of the bullets that, in 
turn, the Israeli government needs to 
bite if it is serious about making progress 
toward an agreed end of conflict.

When President Obama took office 
in January 2009, many commentators 
(including myself) opined that the 
president had two to three years to 
cajole the parties into swiftly ending this 
conflict before he moved into reelection 
mode. The alternative, it was suggested, 
was a future of indefinite strife with 
deeply troubling global ramifications. 
If this was a petard, we are now well 
and truly “hoist” with it, as time is 
almost up. If, as it appears, the fading 
opportunity is not swiftly seized by the 
U.S. administration, by the international 
community, or by the conflicting parties 
themselves, what hope is there? The 
answer may lie in the one extraordinary 
development that none of us foresaw: the 
Arab awakening—now coupled, it seems, 
with a similarly extraordinary Israeli 
awakening. If Israel is to have a future 
in the region of which it chose to be a 
part, it is now up to its leaders and the  
whole nation to join the new tide and 
seize the opportunities while they  
remain alive. n

rights by stealing their land, demolishing 
their homes, and stripping them of 
residency permits for Jerusalem, and 
that blockade and starve the entire 
population of the Gaza Strip—these are 
the things that delegitimize Israel. 

New Tactics for a New Millennium
BDS activists have been employing  
traffic-stopping, high-energy flash mobs, 
Twitter culture jams, and YouTube 
videos to get out their pro–human 

(continued from page 21)
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on. The following morning I spoke out 
during Netanyahu’s address to Congress 
and was badly hurt by assaults from 
audience members. These were not 
isolated incidents; whether inside the 
annual AIPAC Gala, on campus at the 
University of California, Irvine, or in 
other public venues, activists are call-
ing out war crimes when Israeli officials 
come to speak. 

Students for Justice in Palestine 
chapters have sprung up on college 
campuses across the United States. In 
Arizona and throughout the country, 
students are building bridges by 
combating walls—those built between 
Israel and the West Bank, and between 
the United States and Mexico, making 
“concrete connections” between the 
immigration reform and justice for 
Palestine movements.

“The wall in both countries is being 
built by the same Israeli company, Elbit 
Systems,” said Francesca Contreras, 
an active member of both Students for 
Justice in Palestine and the Immigrant 
Rights Coalition at Brown University. 
“Motorola, Caterpillar, Boeing and 
General Electric supply surveillance and 
military technologies to Israel and to 
the U.S.,” added Contreras, a Mexican-
American Jew who spent her childhood 

in South Africa and Israel. “The same 
technology used at the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der is being tested and used by Israel 
and vice versa against Latino and Latina 
migrants, indigenous peoples, and 
Palestinians.” 

Queer activists have organized 
to counter what they call Israel ’s 
“pinkwashing,” whereby Israel touts 
itself as a gay-friendly democracy while 
committing human rights violations 
to maintain its illegal occupation  
of Palestinian communities. A recent 
delegation to Palestine by North Ameri-
can indigenous and women of color 
feminists released a statement upon their 
return denouncing the brutality of the 
Occupation and announcing their support 
for the BDS Movement. “As feminists,” the 
statement reads, “we deplore the Israeli 
practice of ‘pink-washing,’ the state’s 
use of ostensible support for gender and 
sexual equality to dress-up its occupation.”  
 
Flotillas and “Flytillas”
International human rights  
activists converge again and again on 
boats attempting to break the crippling 
siege of Gaza in what’s come to be a 
household word: flotillas. A year ago the 
Israeli Navy attacked a flotilla carrying 
aid workers and humanitarian aid in 
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rights message. Lady Gaga’s songs are 
a favorite for flash mob parodies, from 
“Telephone” (which was revamped to 
ask people to “hang up on Motorola” and 
features 86-year-old Holocaust survi-
vor Hedy Epstein), to “Bad Romance” 
turned “Bad Café,” rewritten as an ap-
peal for New Yorkers not to patronize 
Aroma Café, an Israeli business that has 
storefronts in West Bank settlements. 
These short, lively clips are posted to 
YouTube and then viewed by audiences 
around the world. Over 50,000 people 
have watched the “Telephone” parody 
video. 

Another exemplary campaign, 
started in Chicago by the Committee 
for a Just Peace in Israel and Palestine, 
has used branded billboards featuring 
photographs of Palestinians and Israelis 
saying: “Be on our side. We are on the 
side of peace and justice. End military 
aid to Israel.” The “Two Peoples, One 
Future” ad campaign was designed to 
be replicable in other locations, and 
groups from Albuquerque, New Mexico, 
to Washington, D.C., have posted the 
billboards in their communities. 

In May hundreds of activists con-
verged in D.C. for “Move Over AIPAC,” 
a series of workshops, performances, 
and protests held outside the annual 
AIPAC Policy Conference to call for an 
end to military aid to Israel. Unlike the 
heavy security at the closed conference 
across the street, organizers of the out-
door Move Over AIPAC rally created an 
open space for debate and discussion 
between AIPAC members and protest-
ers. Speakers at the rallies emphasized 
that prioritizing 3 billion dollars a year 
in taxpayer money toward bombs and 
F-16s for a foreign occupying power 
is not in America’s best interest, par-
ticularly at a time when schools, parks, 
libraries, health care, and even Social 
Security are all on the federal spending 
chopping block. 

During AIPAC’s annual evening gala 
on May 23, five nonviolent activists dis-
rupted Netanyahu, two of whom were 
badly battered by AIPAC attendees. 
They carried signs about what is really 
“indefensible”: occupying land, bull-
dozing houses, starving Gaza, and so 

Human Needs. 
Not Corporate Greed.
Join us for massive nonviolent civil disobedience 
beginning on October 6, 2011, at Freedom Plaza in 
Washington, D.C. We are determined to stay until we see 
action being taken to end corporatism and militarism and 
move toward a peaceful, just, and sustainable society. 

We are the October 2011 Movement, composed of individuals and 
groups who advocate for peace, human rights, and social, economic, 
and environmental justice. Already thousands have taken the pledge 
to join us at http://october2011.org. People are arranging carpools and 
buses from across the country. All are welcome. Some will arrive on 
October 6 and some will arrive when they are able. 

Human Needs. 
Not Corporate Greed.
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international waters, killing nine civil-
ians (including one American) and in-
juring dozens in an incident that caught 
fire in the global media.

The latest of such expeditions this 
past summer, the Gaza Freedom Flotilla 
II, attempted to sail ten boats from 
Europe, one of which was the U.S. boat to 
Gaza, the Audacity of Hope. Israel sent a 
letter to foreign journalists warning them 
that if they participated in the flotilla, 
they would be denied entry into Israel for 
ten years and their equipment would be 
impounded; Israel later rescinded this 
statement. Two ships were physically 
sabotaged. American and Israeli pressure 
on Greece prevented the U.S. boat from 
leaving; the French ship was able to 
set sail for Gaza but was seized by the 
Israelis on the way. Meanwhile a “flytilla” 
commenced as hundreds of international 
activists flew to Ben-Gurion airport, 
where they told border control agents of 
their intent to visit Palestine and were 
promptly deported. Every step of the 
way, the Israeli government exposed 
itself as unfriendly to international law 
and equal rights. As boat passenger and 
CODEPINK cofounder Medea Benjamin 
noted, “By torpedoing the Gaza Flotilla, 
Israel sunk its own ship.”

Arab Spring and Israeli Summer
Netanyahu applauded the United 
States and Israel for the “real democ-
racy” apparently evident to him when I 
spoke up in Congress, the same “democ-
racy” that resulted in my assault and ar-
rest. Someone should inform him that 
in a real democracy, free speech is not 
met with brutality and arrest, as I faced, 
and as so many Palestinians face daily. 
Real democracy erupted in Tunisia last 
December. It surfaced in Tahrir Square 
on January 25, resulting in the top-
pling of Mubarak’s dictatorial reign, 
and spread to Bahrain, Syria, Yemen, 
Libya, and beyond. The courage of Saudi 
Arabian women getting behind the 
wheel to challenge the country’s driving 
ban may also be attributed to the spread 
of the uprisings for freedom. 

The Arab Spring inspired the Israeli 
Summer in late July when the revo-
lutionary, populist spirit took hold of 

Israel’s middle class in the form of tent 
cities on Tel Aviv’s exclusive Rothschild 
Boulevard, where thousands of Israelis 
camped out, protesting the lack of afford-
able housing, gas, and food. Hundreds 
of thousands rallied in Tel Aviv and 
outside the prime minister’s home in 
Jerusalem. Settlers trying to latch on to 
the cause appeared at the mass demon-
strations with signs announcing that the 
solution to the middle-class revolt was 
to increase settlement construction in 
“Judea and Samaria” and make Israel a 
place for “Jews only.” Meanwhile unlikely 
alliances formed between the Jewish 
community from Tel Aviv’s Hatikva 
neighborhood and the Arabs from Jaffa. 
The Coalition of Women for Peace  
set up a “No. 1948 Tent” and began  
leading workshops on the Occupation. 
And around the tent cities,  signs 
popped up reading “Mubarak, Assad, 
Netanyahu,” as Netanyahu’s approval 
ratings plummeted to 32 percent at the 
start of August.

At the heart of protests happening 
throughout the region, and even here at 
home, is what Amos Oz beautifully de-
scribed as, “the affront and outrage over 
the government’s indifference to the 
people’s suffering, the double standard 
against the working population and the 
destruction of social solidarity.” The ex-
citement and optimism of the completely 
decentralized, people-powered tent com-
munities that sprang up in Israel seems 
to be contagious (I know I for one caught 
the freedom fever and stay up late read-
ing twitter threads with #J14, denoting 
the day the protests began in July). 

Protesters say they are acting in the 
name of social justice, but since they 
are not centrally including demands for 
rights and equality for Palestinians, their 
vision of justice is unclear. Israeli jour-
nalist Amira Hass predicted:	  

In the coming months, as the 
movement grows, it will split. Some 
will continue to think and demand 
“justice” within the borders of one 
nation, always at the expense of the 
other nation that lives in this land. 
Others, however, will understand 
that this will never be a country of 

justice and welfare if it is not a state 
of all its citizens.

Energizing Activists  
in the United States
At home in the United States, a key 
feature of “real democracy” is the direct 
relationship between legislators and 
constituents, many of whom found out 
their representatives would not be home 
in their districts during this past August 
recess because of trips to Israel with an 
AIPAC affiliate. In the aftermath of the 
divisive debt deal and during a critical 
time for Americans struggling in the  
recession, eighty-one congressional 
representatives took the Israel junket 
instead of returning home to work on 
domestic needs.

Surely AIPAC and the American 
Israel Educational Foundation did 
not give our representatives a fair and 
balanced view of Israel and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories. They didn’t 
observe one of the weekly demonstrations 
in Bi’lin or Nabi Saleh, or spend time with 
grieving Palestinians whose homes were 
demolished to make way for more Jewish-
only housing. They likely didn’t spend a 
few hours at a checkpoint to witness how 
Palestinians are detained, abused, and 
humiliated. They didn’t go to Gaza, where 
1.5 million people are suffering under an 
unbearable siege, unable to travel freely, 
conduct business transactions across 
borders, or even rebuild their homes 
destroyed by the Israeli invasion. And 
visiting the burgeoning tent cities in Tel 
Aviv was not on their agenda, though 
perhaps it created some traffic that made 
our elected officials reflect on the poor 
economic situation at home. As Medea 
Benjamin noted in a blog post, “Going on 
an AIPAC-sponsored trip to Israel is the 
moral equivalent of using an Anglo-Boer 
travel company to visit apartheid-era 
South Africa.” 

A far better trip to take is the journey 
toward justice that American and 
international activists have commenced. 
Seeing that an end to the Occupation, 
oppression, and segregation of the 
Palestinian people is not only necessary 
morally and legally, but is also in the 
best interest of Palestinians, Israelis, 
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and Americans,  more people are 
increasingly compelled to take action. 
And with so many ways to creatively 
affect  pol icy ,  make waves in the 
media, and transform public opinion, 
there’s a path toward engagement for 
anyone seeking to get involved in this 
movement for equal rights. 

R e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e  a s s a u l t  I 
experienced in Congress, Rabbi Lynn 
Gottl ieb,  author of  The Torah of 
Nonviolence and a frequent contributor 
to Tikkun, commented that physical 
assault is against both American and 
Jewish law—“Do not envy a man of 
violence nor follow any of his ways” 
(Proverbs 3:31)—and stated that by 
becoming a bystander and watching 
a physical assault without making 
an effort to stop it, one is committing 
a sin of omission. Being an appalled 
onlooker is no longer acceptable. 
Now is the time to join the inspiring 
and growing movement for a just and 
lasting peace in the Middle East … and 
here at home. n

Catholic. And the other alternatives, none 
of which aligned with my own spiritual 
beliefs, were pretty much the same. As 
open as I am to every religion, I felt a little 
annoyed by the fact that every AA meeting 
ended with the Lord’s Prayer. I mean, 
why not an oblation every now and then 
or a petition to Manjusri? Granted, there 
are now Buddhist twelve-step programs 
available, but their paucity is, again, 
problematic.

Can Metaphors Make Us Sick?
M y  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  
treatment and my research into the al-
ternatives led me to question the extent 
to which we create our illness. What I 
discovered was that regardless of one’s 
pet theory, one incontrovertible fact 
remains: our consciousness impacts 
our bodies ( just look at the placebo  
effect). Even more interestingly, the 
consciousness of others can do the same, 

f r esh    ta c t i cs   a n d  n e w  v o i ces   / i s  a d d i c t i o n  r e a ll y  a  d i se  a se  ?

as physician and author Larry Dossey 
has successfully shown. This is gooey  
ontology, but there is a participatory  
dynamic at work: one can think/will one-
self and others into and out of health.

The wisdom of cognitive psychology 
tells us that those thoughts strengthened 
by repetition are the ones that shape 
our experience. Is it any wonder, then, 
that addiction has assumed some of 
the characteristics of a disease? It has a 
spontaneous remission rate that mirrors 
that of most other medical conditions 
(reportedly a staggeringly low 2 percent 
to 5 percent) and a “genetic” etiology. The 
genetic neuronarrative is the dominant 
myth now. But if consciousness affects 
biology, and even the expression of certain 
genes as recent research reveals, then 
it almost seems de facto that a cultural 
agreement on the disease metaphor 
would create a fertile environment for 
the expression of those implicated genes 
and the constellation of characteristics for 
which they allegedly code. Put differently, 
I believe it entirely possible that our 
collective understanding of addiction as 
a disease may make it act like one (and 
certainly makes the addictive experience 
feel like one of disease); it follows, then, 
that changing the belief that addiction 
is a disease will eliminate some of those 
experiential qualities.

One of the most illuminating texts on 
disease is Susan Sontag’s evocative little 
book Illness and Metaphor. Here she 
argues against what she calls the “lurid 
metaphors” of sickness: 

Illness is NOT a metaphor, and 
the most truthful way of regarding 
illness—and the healthiest way of 
being ill—is one most purified and 
most resistant to metaphoric think-
ing.... Any disease that is treated as 
a mystery and is acutely enough 
feared will be felt to be morally, if 
not literally, contagious.

I believe we have both crossed this 
threshold and retreated from it. Allow 
me to explain:

We valorized and aestheticized the 
barbiturate suicides of Dorothy Dandrige 

and Marilyn Monroe, as if overdose were 
a passage to a higher artistic plane. River 
Phoenix, too fearful in his symmetry to 
be framed by life, died on the sidewalk in 
front of the Viper Room (vipers being liv-
ing symbols of potency and death). Our 
poets knew this long ago, as Shakespeare 
wrote of he who “dies in his own too-
much” and Blake listed among his 
“Proverbs of Hell” the idea that “the road 
of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.”

And we aestheticized absinthe, as 
well as the madness that it wrought. 
(Though recent scientific studies have 
shown just how innocuous wormwood 
actually is, making me suspect that the 
green fairy’s gift of delirium was in part 
conferred and constructed by the culture 
of Romanticism.) And now addiction has 
also become aestheticized. I cannot and 
will not speculate on the psychic etiolo-
gies of cancer and addiction (yes, some 
evidence exists in both cases to support 
this). I also disagree with Sontag that 
metaphors are never helpful when deal-
ing with illness. We are meaning-making 
creatures after all, designed by Heaven 
or Hell to be unable to think outside of 
narrative.

Helping Others: An Alternative  
Treatment Strategy
So how do we rewrite the metaphor 
of disease? I’ll get there, but first I sug-
gest that the unconstitutional imposition 
of twelve-step programs for drug and  
alcohol offenders be replaced with labor 
programs coupled with volunteering. 
Helping others is the surest way to shift 
the focus of small self. However fascist it 
may sound (and indeed it does, even to 
me) something happens when we help 
others. We are hardwired for altruism. It 
has the added benefit of being secularly 
ecumenical. We do not need to inculcate 
the “afflicted offender” with the fact that 
they are spiritually bankrupt and be-
reft of a higher power. One of the most 
beautiful and beguiling effects of selfless 
labor (even if it is imposed) is that it is 
spiritually corrective on its own. Labor 
programs in Japan have been employed 
for decades and have demonstrated en-
couraging results for this method in 

(continued from page 24)
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bouts with addiction strengthen, at least 
in the public perception, the connection 
of privilege and chemical indulgence. 
Modern metaphors of addiction also 
partake in the cult of youth. One never 
hears about the geriatric population’s 
skyrocketing rates of addiction or how 
they dwarf the statistics of teenagers. 
This is because we exalt addiction as an 
affliction of the privileged and youthful. 
The efflorescence of the Beat generation, 
the pavonine splendor of Rock and Roll, 
the narcotic mesmerism of the blues, the 
lines between drugs and creativity (and 
early death) are legendary—and lethal. 
More public recognition and education 
about the elderly’s struggle with drug 
dependence would loosen the grip of this 
particularly insidious misconception.

The other, uglier side of addiction 
we associate with poverty and crime 
and, unfortunately, with skin color. This  
further strengthens our racial preju-
dices in our county, while widening the 
gap between classes. People of color are 
routinely given harsher sentences for 
drug-related offenses than their white 
counterparts, who are routinely offered 
treatment as opposed to incarceration. 
These sickening statistics betray our 
country’s still very real racial divide. Our 
system coddles the light-skinned and 
excoriates the darker-skinned, strength-
ening the supposition that dark skin = 
poverty = addiction = crime = hopeless-
ness. We need to struggle as a society 
with the fact of our binary biases before 
we can move past them. Reexamining 
the metaphors we deploy for addiction is 
one way to do this. 

Sontag writes about those afflicted 
with tuberculosis that “sadness made one 
interesting. It was a mark of refinement 
to be sad. That is, powerless.” Tellingly, 
step one of Narcotics Anonymous is to 
admit powerlessness over addiction. 
Sontag goes on to say that “the myth of 
TB constitutes the next-to-last episode 
in the long career of the ancient idea of 
melancholy [and] provided a redemp-
tive death for the fallen.” We could easily 
supplant “TB” with “addiction.” To re-
cover from addiction becomes spiritually 
redemptive. Robert Downy Jr.’s triumph 

combating and even “curing” depression. 
What hubris to assume that enforcing 
God as a punishment will work. 

For all its talk of secularity, modern 
medicine is deeply mystical, right down 
to its symbol, the rod of Asclepius. 
And why do insurance companies, the 
true guardians of modern medicine, pay 
for twelve-step rehabilitation facilities 
that are unabashedly spiritual, if they 
do not subscribe to the metaphor of 
a spiritually afflicted individual? We 
assume the Age of Technology ushered 
in the era of atheistic imperialism when 
in fact we have just divinized technology 
and the idea of progress itself: a second, 
and deeply ironic, Romantic renaissance. 
We experience this technologization, 
however, as profoundly alienating, again, 
lending force to my point that we must 
consciously rewrite the myths we live.

I suggest we skip the first eleven steps 
of Narcotics Anonymous and go straight 
to the twelfth (“Carry the message to the 
addict who still suffers”), for the “addict 
who still suffers” is each and every one of 
us. The message here—of selfless labor—
is that all beings suffer and, in helping, 
alleviate that suffering: for however 
short a time, we are shaken, sometimes 
violently, out of what Einstein called the 
“optical illusion of consciousness” that 
we are somehow separate from each 
other. This approach encourages all ad-
dicts to embrace a higher, more integral, 
perspective—a perspective that is natu-
rally healing to all: to the addict, to those 
receiving help, to the local community, 
to the nation, and to the world.

In spite of this need for a more 
integral community of addicts and those 
who are affected by their lifestyle, the 
twelve-step communities are worlds 
unto themselves. As social creatures, 
we struggle with identity formation. 
Teenagers choose, or circumstances 
choose for them, which alliances to 
form, which allegiances to offer. And in 
spite of today’s identity marketplace, we 
are all born into allegiances to nation 
and religion (or lack of religion). Those 
active in addiction form allegiances as 
well. There is a definite morphology 
to the distinct identities of heroin and 
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methamphetamine addiction. The 
qualities of each are experientially, and 
perhaps ontologically, participatory. 
Those “in recovery” abandon individual 
drug identity to purchase membership 
in the parliament of the twelve-step 
theocracy. “We are those who suffer from 
the disease of addiction,” the literature 
reads in a near-religious litany.

Twelve-steppers are part of a sub-
culture in which no one understands the 
uniqueness of the addiction experience 
except other addicts. This is balderdash. 
Yes, the twelve steps stress the unity of 
addictions, the erasure of individual dif-
ferences in the process of recovery, but 
they also reify addiction itself. The 
symptoms of addiction are indeed dra-
matic, but they are just the most visible 
of a syndrome we all share, inasmuch as 
we are members of society. While there 
are many different support groups for 
the families of those who suffer through 
chemical dependency, again, they are  
restricted to the families and not the 
community at large. The key here is that 
we all share the etiology, and as such the 
responsibility to fix.

How Racism and Classism Shape  
Images of Addiction
Like all successful metaphors, that  
of addiction has two contradictory 
sides, and in the case of the “disease 
of addiction,” the metaphor is, well, 
loaded. One side is a tubercular aura of 
spiritual romanticism, a spiritual sickness  
excused as  ethereal ,  the natural 
consequence of artistic giftedness. The 
other side of this dichotomy is that 
addiction is also seen as the province of 
the “pestilent ghetto,” the crack-soaked 
streets of Chicago’s South Side. In other 
words, the metaphors of addiction are 
different for the different classes. 

Sontag writes that “twentieth-century 
women’s fashions (with their cult of 
thinness) are the last stronghold of the 
metaphors associated with romanticizing 
of TB in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries.” And who can deny 
the connection of drugs and addiction to 
the world of fashion and beauty? Kate 
Moss’s and Naomi Campbell’s very public 
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Magpies
Their calls slap the air, sharper than ratchets
The necks where the sounds rise make fulcrums
Strength poised in the angle
Their legs are firm and stiff—not twigs but taut sticks
On which they pose, hop and march
The eye giving direction, the tight beak marking the pace

What they bring to the world’s eye is stark, magnificent
Black and white, blue that merges into turquoise in a fish-scale sheen
When the light hits them
No, they hit the light, they break into it
Diving from some perch high in an umbrella pine or plane tree
To scatter the glare

I saw them in a gulley near Cassis
That fire had blanched to boulders and scrub
Under the calm chestnuts in the Parque del Buen Retiro
On the damp recreation grounds by the parish church at Girton
The names of these places—exotic, European—have no value to them
The events there flat and meaningless as a map

They take their sustenance where they find it
The air for perspective, the ground for food
Anything that catches light is treasure
The fierce eye, for hunting, cannot look back
Their beauty is a perfection of purpose that continues
They will not recognize it now or when it ends

My children are grown, generations of these winged scavengers have passed
They hover in the dark behind me
Now I see them again I want to snatch them out of memory
My voice the quick beak, my language clear as theirs
Which is not chatter but warnings and commands
And knows a place not for what happened but what its uses are

— Don Bogen



 
Where Justice Dwells
Jill Jacobs
Jewish Lights, 2011

Rabbi Jill Jacobs, executive director of Rabbis  
for Human Rights–North America, reminds us how 
easy it is to become involved in demands for social 
justice in far-away places while ignoring outrages in 
our own communities. She recounts her own experience of living in West 
Jerusalem, drinking a soy latte at a bustling café and listening to the music 
of Billy Joel, even as the West Bank was closed due to Jewish Israeli fears 
about Palestinians interfering with their celebration of Passover. “I struggle 
to imagine the Palestinian women unable to drop in on their friends in 
neighboring towns,” Jacobs writes. “It’s much easier for me to block out 
this anonymous woman in favor of planning my daughter’s Purim costume, 
making plans with friends, and generally enjoying my West Jerusalem 
life.” This exciting “Hands-On Guide to Doing Social Justice in Your 
Jewish Community” is filled with provocative insights and detailed stories 
of current U.S.-based social justice projects, plus ideas about what else 
should be going on in our communities. This book also discusses how social 
justice work fits into the larger framework of Judaism. Jacobs encourages 
readers to study social justice texts deeply rather than merely citing them. 
She cautions us not to use texts to justify preexisting positions and urges 
us to actually engage with the texts, bring them into conversation with 
one another, take the rabbinic stories seriously, and let the texts motivate 
action. Action is what this book aims to generate—action carefully guided 
by thought that is deep and rooted in the tradition. Though framed in the 
discourse of Judaism, this book could easily be adapted to structure text 
studies in a wide variety of religious and spiritual traditions. 

  

THE PERSISTENCE OF THE COLOR LINE
Randall Kennedy
Pantheon Books, 2011

Those who believe Barack Obama’s election  
signaled a final triumph over racism will learn much 
from former Harvard law professor Randall Kennedy, 
whose writings on race in America have delighted and 
provoked many (e.g., his book Nigger). In this book, 
which explores how race has shaped Americans’ responses to Obama, 
Kennedy presents convincing evidence that race remains a dominant focus 
of American political consciousness. When Obama ran for the presidency, 
his racial identity shaped how commentators described him. For example, 
Fox News commentator Juan Williams attributed Obama’s popularity to 
his avoidance of the “self-defeating” politics of the 1960s, which highlighted 
race. And black leftist commentators, Kennedy maintains, were willing 
to support any black candidate regardless of the candidate’s political 
commitments, a position that many came to regret. Kennedy also explores 
the divisions among Americans about the kind of racial regime they want 
to create. Some use a vision of a color-blind future to argue against efforts 
at integration and affirmative action in the present. Others embrace color 
blindness as an ultimate goal but believe it can best be achieved by policies that 
are temporarily race-conscious. Still others reject the aspiration for a post-
racial American society and resent the notion that the erasure of nonwhite 
difference is a requisite for “progress” on racial issues. This book is packed full 
of questions that never get publicly debated in mainstream American politics.  

 
 
RESHAPING THE WORK-FAMILY DEBATE: 
WHY MEN AND CLASS MATTER
Joan C. Williams
Harvard University Press, 2010

Berkeley law professor Joan C. Williams has 
written a brilliant and insightful book about the way 
masculine norms in the workplace disadvantage both 
women and men. An astute observer of class bias in 
media and academic visions of the working class, Williams also discusses 
the intense class prejudices held by many liberal academics. Working 
people “sense the attitude reflected in decades of condescending studies 
that present the working class as fundamentally irrational,” she writes. 
“They see that we think they are dumb, as when the wildly popular 
Freakonomics casually asserts again and again that upper-middle-class 
people are more intelligent than the working class.” She goes on to urge 
progressives to institute the sort of taboo against insulting white workers 
that currently exists against using racial innuendo and insults. In addition, 
middle-class progressives must “accept the fact that class is a key axis of 
social disadvantage in American life so that we do not inadvertently offend 
potential allies by signaling that we are clueless about our class privilege.”

BLESSED ARE THE ORGANIZED
Jeffrey Stout
Princeton University Press, 2010

Princeton religion professor Jeffrey Stout  
provides a systematic study of grassroots organizing 
in America, touting its successes and acknowledging 
its limitations. He presents detailed accounts of the approaches to mass 
organizing in civil society combined with sophisticated and insightful 
analyses of what is being tried in the religious communities of American 
society. He recognizes economic elites’ increasing power to shape political 
outcomes and points to a decline in the organizational strength of ordinary 
citizens (particularly as a result of the decline of the labor movement). 
He also describes the elite’s increased ability to translate economic power 
into political power in the age of mass media, and the political exclusion 
of immigrants with permanent residency status and incarcerated 
people, who are an important element of America’s poor. Yet Stout also 
acknowledges another source of the current weakness of democratic 
movements: the failure of our education system to move beyond abstract 
praise of democracy and teach people to get involved in public life through 
a union, civic association, or religious institution. He recognizes the value of 
broad-based organizing that presents a larger vision and is thus in a better 
position to address the power gap between elites and ordinary people. The 
“imbalance of power between ordinary citizens and the new ruling class” 
has reached crisis proportions, Stout tells us. He adds that the crisis will 
not be resolved happily unless many more institutions and communities 
commit themselves to getting democratically organized and unless effective 
“publics of accountability” are constructed. But so many good people are 
reluctant to get involved in the difficult work of creating and sustaining a 
national movement. They fall back into the desire to be part of a feel-good 
group or to see immediate results by narrowing their focus to a single 
issue. We’ve faced these problems in building the Network of Spiritual 
Progressives, but we have no intention of giving up. Stout provides useful 
wisdom for those who will not settle for less than a genuine democratic 
transformation of our society.

Recommends


